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ABSTRACT 
This dissertation examines how religious meanings adopted by people and 
cultures influence the manner in which they perceive everyday reality and how they act 
within it. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) is used as a test case for 
understanding how doctrine, teachings, and culture affect beliefs and practices. In 
particular, I identify how the unique doctrine of celestial marriage and beliefs 
surrounding it establish a normative way of being Mormon.  This study is based on 
ethnographic fieldwork conducted in LDS congregations in Utah and New England. It 
draws upon 70 in-depth interviews with married and unmarried Latter-day Saints and 
participant observation in church meetings, singles groups, dances, and dinners.  My 
analysis builds upon sociological studies of coupling and the mate-selection process, 
feminist theory, Mormon scholarship, and on theories of lived religion and agency to 
explore the distinctive courtship patterns of the Latter-day Saints. 
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My findings indicate that the belief in celestial marriage among Latter-day Saints 
is instrumental as they “do” gender and religion. The theological mandate to marry, the 
rigorous guidelines set by the church, and the cultural expectations of the Mormon 
community combine to influence members’ beliefs about relationship formation and to 
dictate practices in daily life. Most active Latter-day Saints follow the guidelines of the 
church unquestioningly.  They date with purpose and in appropriate ways, they marry in 
the temple, and they conform to theologically sanctioned gender norms.  However, their 
practices do not always match their beliefs.  Those who are not model Mormons may 
remain within the boundaries as long as they aspire to the ideal.   
While men and women experience the path to the ideal differently, both are 
“disciplined agents.” Women work to empower themselves by reshaping or reframing 
doctrine and teachings, while men simultaneously conform to church teachings and 
subtly resist gender inequalities in the family. Men’s efforts to alter gender norms, 
however, remain limited to the home.  The most significant finding of this study is that 
even when practices are at odds with stated beliefs, the community provides ways to 
prevent disconfirmation and reinforce its identity and beliefs.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
ix 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 
Chapter One  Introduction 1 
 
Chapter Two The Creation of a Mormon Worldview 34 
 
Chapter Three The Journey to Eternity 84 
 
Chapter Four Then Comes Marriage 141 
 
Chapter Five Unsettled and Lost 192 
 
Chapter Six Constructions of Gender in the LDS Church 239 
 
Conclusion Beliefs Matter 281 
Appendix I Interview Protocol 290 
 
Appendix II Educational Programs 295 
 
Bibliography  296 
 
Curriculum Vitae  320 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
x 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 1.1 Respondents’ Location and Marital Status 28 
  
Table 3.1 The Ideal Mormon Life Course 88  
 
Table 3.2 Dating in the LDS Church 111 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
xi 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
 
 
ASEC  Annual Social Economic Supplement 
BYU  Brigham Young University 
CPS  Current Population Survey 
D&C  Doctrine and Covenants 
EFY  Especially For Youth 
FHE  Family Home Evening 
FLDS  Fundamental Latter-day Saints 
FMH  Feminist Mormon Housewives 
KJV  King James Version (Bible) 
LDS  Latter-day Saint 
NSFH  National Survey of Families and Households 
NSYR  National Study of Youth and Religion  
POSSLQ Persons of Opposite Sex Sharing Living Quarters 
SSSR  Society for the Scientific Study of Religion 
WAVE Women Advocating for Voice & Equality 
YSA  Young Single Adult Ward 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   1 
Chapter One 
 
Introduction 
 
On a cool fall morning, I walked along a beautiful tree-lined street headed to a 
new research site. I passed several other places of worship while en route, all of them 
well maintained and quite inviting. Signs proclaimed their messages of love and 
acceptance for all to see. The crisp air, so common in New England that time of year, 
gave way as the sun peeked through the clouds. Walking up to the meetinghouse for the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ local singles ward, or congregation, I was 
taken by its beauty.1 This particular congregation, Standish 2nd Ward, serves as the place 
of worship for many single members of the church, between the ages of 25 and 40, in a 
bustling New England city.2 Unlike the architecture of the building I had spent the last 
year visiting for my field research in a family ward, Standish was a gorgeous colonial 
structure with a presence unmatched by the other religious sites around it.  
Walking through the grand double doors, I was intrigued by the number of 
twenty- and thirty-somethings roaming the lobby. On every sofa and chair were several 
young, well-dressed men and women talking, laughing, and reading. With the sacrament 
meeting about to begin, it was only a matter of minutes before the lobby emptied and the 
pews of the simple, but beautiful, sacrament room filled. Taking my seat among the 
                                                
1 The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is the official name for what is commonly referred to as 
the Mormon Church. Throughout this dissertation, I use the official name of the church, the acronym 
“LDS” to refer to the church, and the common name, the Mormon Church. In reference to members of the 
church, I use Mormons and Latter-day Saints interchangeably. Both are used in academic literature on the 
religious community as well as in church published literature. The name Mormon comes from the Book of 
Mormon, one of the primary religious texts of the church. 
2 Pseudonyms have been given for congregations and individuals in order to protect anonymity.  
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crowd, in the back row with my notepad readied, I noticed that members greeted one 
another with kind words and big smiles. Very few people seemed out of place. If there 
were newcomers among them, it was not obvious. The room quieted quickly and the 
bishop approached the pulpit to discuss ward business and to describe the theme of the 
day. Observing the members as the sacrament was passed and talks were given, I was 
reminded of a comment made by Bishop Dower when I first met with him to explain my 
project. He said, “This ward includes some of the brightest minds in [New England] and 
perhaps in the United States…We have doctors, lawyers, college professors, and even 
professional musicians.” The young people sitting around me appeared to be as bright, 
friendly, and charismatic as the Bishop had described. Later, through interviews with 
these same members, the truth of his statement was proven time and time again. Sitting in 
the room with me were well-respected people in very prestigious fields. And yet the 
conversations in the halls between meetings were overwhelmingly about the mix and 
mingle event that would take place after the Sunday meeting, and the latest couple. Very 
little discussion revolved around work or school. Dating, relationships, and families 
seemed to constantly be on the minds of members and ward leadership alike. 
  On this particular day, one of the Sunday school classes focused on relationships. 
As an introductory session, which was to be followed by five more meetings, the two 
teachers (a counselor on the bishopric and his wife who were married after the age of 30) 
laid out points about the doctrine of celestial marriage while also acknowledging how 
difficult it can be for members to find an eternal partner once they had left college, 
entered into careers, and developed autonomous lives. This point obviously resonated 
    3 
with those in attendance. Members nodded their heads in agreement as others shared 
personal stories of struggle. One 30-something woman sat in the back row with knitting 
in her lap and made comments to no one in particular as those around her shared their 
feelings. Some spoke of their love of being independent while others expressed fears 
around being single forever. They shared their frustration with the experience of being 
older single Mormons and expressed discontent with the opposite gender. In response to 
one man’s assertion that older single women expect “too much, too fast,” my knitting 
neighbor looked up briefly, glanced at the man, and said, “Yes, please. We don’t want to 
push you into anything.” Then, with an exasperated breath she exclaimed quietly, “He’s 
had 35 years to take things slow.” It was at that moment I realized that Latter-day Saints, 
both men and women, were struggling with conformity in a multitude of ways. In a 
church that constructs success both professionally and in terms of relationships, many 
men and women feel they cannot excel at both and are also increasingly frustrated when 
they cannot.  
In a subsequent visit to Standish 2nd, I became more aware of the women’s 
frustration over this inability to “have it all.” After the second hour of church, Sunday 
school, we all scattered, making our way into gendered spaces. The men wandered the 
halls and eventually made their way to the gym where the elders’ quorum held its weekly 
meeting during the third hour of church. 3 The women, then, ventured to the back corner 
of the church building to a room that was simply described as “the Relief Society room.” 
                                                
3 During the third hour of LDS Sunday meetings, men and women meet separately to have one final lesson 
on a topic determined by the church. Elder’s quorum is the meeting of men over the age of 18 who hold the 
priesthood, and Relief Society is the women’s group.  
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Packed tightly on wooden chairs at least 50 women sat waiting. Eventually a tall blonde 
woman, the Relief Society President, walked to the front of the room and welcomed the 
women in a soft, calm voice. The women in the room quieted quickly in preparation for 
the meeting’s lesson, songs, and discussion. All side conversation ceased instantly as it 
was explained that the presidency had decided to implement a new opening activity for 
the group’s weekly meetings. The president went on to say, “The good news moment will 
give us an opportunity to share important information about our lives with our sisters. 
This way we can all celebrate the accomplishments of [Standish 2nd] women.”  
The tension was evident as the president gave the women the task of saying 
something nice about themselves. Eyes began to dart around the room as everyone waited 
for someone to be the first to offer a tidbit of information. Finally, after what felt like five 
minutes of silence (but what was probably more like 30 seconds) a beautifully dressed 
Latin American woman sitting in the back row spoke up, “I passed the Bar 
[Examination].” This statement elicited some response including a few congratulatory 
comments and smiles, but overall the room remained free from noise and commotion. 
Several other women followed suit, sharing news of job offers, promotions, and decisions 
about applying to graduate school. With each announcement came the same responses 
from the others in the room - kind smiles, some chatter, and a few favorable remarks. The 
reverent silence was maintained throughout the activity until, after a few minutes, a 
woman in a bright green dress raised her hand to say, with a smile, “I went out on a date 
this weekend!” 
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Upon hearing this comment, many of the women broke their silence and began to 
laugh, shout, and make comments with the enthusiasm of fans at a college basketball 
game. They all seemed to be amazed by the fact that someone among them had gone out 
on a date. Initially, I thought the extraordinary response to this woman’s announcement 
was due simply to her seemingly sarcastic attempt at comic relief. Then, I overheard the 
woman in front of me lean over to her friend to say, “It really is a miracle.”  
In the months that followed, I learned, through extensive interviewing and 
observation, that the excitement I witnessed that day in the Relief Society meeting was 
not simply about someone lightening the mood with a funny comment. It was about the 
hopes of the members of the church. The Latter-day Saints’ beliefs about eternal families 
and the focus on the connection between marriage and salvation leave many women and 
men fearful that they will never have an eternal companion. The “good news moment” 
shared by the young woman in Relief Society that day indicated to the other women in 
the group that perhaps there is a chance they will meet, date, and marry someone in this 
world – a chance that they will be able to fulfill their earthly duties, but more importantly, 
seal their eternal futures. For Mormons, marriage is not just a human institution, but an 
eternal bond linked to spiritual salvation.  
 What, I began to wonder, does this emphasis on celestial marriage and eternal 
families really mean in the lives of Latter-day Saints? As a twenty-something unmarried 
woman myself at the time, I tried to wrap my head around the differences between 
Mormons and other Americans. Many American men and women desire to be married 
and find themselves frustrated by contemporary issues associated with finding a mate. 
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Those same men and women struggle with the desire to “have it all” – a successful 
career, a happy family, and a meaningful life. A comment like that of the woman in the 
Relief Society meeting might have elicited the same kinds of responses from secular 
women or those of a different faith tradition, however, I could not help but feel that for 
Mormons the fear of not fulfilling the very specific theologically based standards set for 
them by their religious tradition made their relationship to the dating world more 
complicated.  
 Drawing on my work in the field, the goal of this study, then, is to explain the 
power of the doctrine of celestial marriage in the lives of Latter-day Saints by specifically 
investigating the relationship between the devotion to a doctrine of endogamy and the 
resulting experiences with dating, courtship, marriage, and sexuality. This dissertation 
draws on sociological studies of coupling and the mate-selection process, feminist theory, 
and theories of lived religion and agency to explore the distinctive courtship patterns 
found among Latter-day Saints. In this chapter, I address the current state of sociological 
research on dating and relationships, as well as research on men’s and women’s lives in 
gender-traditional religions. Gender-traditional religions are those that prioritize 
heterosexuality and the nuclear family as defining traits of proper manhood and 
womanhood. I rework some of the insights of the sociology of religion on women’s 
agency to explicate the experiences of both men and women in gender-traditional 
religions. Finally, I describe the methodology and organization of this dissertation.  
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Religion, Family, and Relationship Formation in the Modern World 
Traditional Family 
It is impossible to understand the history of the Euro-American family or the 
formation of relationships outside of the context of religion. The colonial and 19th-
century family began with the Puritan ideals of the “godly family” (Mintz and Kellogg 
1989). During those early years in the colonies, family was the most basic unit of society. 
The Puritan belief that the good of the group was more important than the needs of the 
individual remained central to family life. As time passed, and nationhood was realized, 
men’s experiences became more individualized while women continued to espouse the 
virtues of self-sacrifice (Mintz and Kellogg 1989). This dichotomy persisted throughout 
the 19th and 20th centuries. The family was the social location where “womanhood” and 
“manhood” were developed (Linton 1935; Parsons 1951). It was perceived to be a 
functional unit that helped to maintain order, especially in times of significant social 
change (Komarovsky 1946, 1955; Parsons 1955). Thus, an ideal known as the traditional 
family developed (Nicholson 1997). Women and men were seen as having 
complementary roles. Women were expressive while men were instrumental (Parsons 
and Bales 1955: 23).  
By the 1950s, the nation was prospering. Americans believed, for the most part, 
that marrying and starting a family was the way to emotional fulfillment (Skolnick 1993). 
During that time, the postwar family was heavily involved in religious communities. As 
Edgell (2006) states, “the 1950s saw a century high peak in US church attendance rates 
and religious institution building” (2). This, she continues, was all organized around the 
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“middle class, male breadwinner, suburban family” (2). Mintz and Kellogg (1989) 
confirm that the traditional family as we describe it today was in fact the reality for many 
at that time. However, they also point out that this was the “great exception” (178), and 
that it is problematic to measure family success against this aberrant standard of the time. 
And yet, our notions of the “traditional” family are often embedded in the perceived 
“golden age” of the 1950s (Farrell et al. 2012; Skolnick 1993). Many still attempt to live 
up to that standard, even though the family has changed dramatically since then.4  
Marriage has been the most important part of the traditional family (Coontz 2006; 
Cott 2000). It is what establishes the unit and what makes the family recognized as 
morally appropriate. Since the early 19th century when cash dowries, inheritable land, 
and spousal earning capacity became less central to the coupling process in the United 
States, marriage has been placed firmly within the context of religion. But with the social 
changes that took place during the 1960s, religious traditions began to worry about the 
effects on the family.  They placed greater emphasis on the needs of families and 
explicitly emphasized the importance of family formation. They worked to provide moral 
guidelines to shape family practices and organize family lives (Edgell 2006). 
Relationship Formation 
The path to marital relationships changed in the United States during the second 
half of the 20th century, despite the efforts of gender-traditional religions to maintain the 
1950s ideal.  This was unsurprising, however, given the deviations that had already 
                                                
4 Today dual income households outnumber single earner households, women are feeling the strain of the 
second shift, and men are redefining masculinity. Divorce rates are high, “blended” families are common, 
and delaying marriage and childbearing are the norm (Farrell et al. 2012).  
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occurred during the first half of the century. In the time leading up to the 1950s, 
experiences of courtship went from family centered to autonomous.  “Calling” was the 
most acceptable path to relationship formation at the turn of the century (Bailey 1988; 
Freedman and D’Emilio 1988). A man was to spend time with a woman and her family at 
home, meaning the woman’s family was in control of the experience. Religion served as 
a moral guide during this part of the process and religious communities were the most 
prominent networking sites available for finding potential suitors. The problem, however, 
was that this script only worked for those with disposable income, and access to vehicles 
and settings where they could meet suitors (Bailey 1988; Freedman and D’Emilio 1988). 
Consequently, members of lower and working classes began venturing outside of the 
home more frequently with people of interest, and the practice of dating commenced.  
“Dating” spread quickly and people from all strata of society were engaging in the 
ritual. By the mid-1920s, it was a “universal custom in America” (Bogle 2008:14). 
Religious networks remained important to all involved but families were less essential to 
the process. Individuals, then, had more control over their own relationships (Edgell 
2006). It was at this time, when dating became the norm, that sociologists focused on the 
establishment of relationships, documenting the move away from the familial 
involvement in the courtship process.  They emphasized the effects of the newfound 
authority young people gained as a result to the shift in practices. Among those with the 
most autonomy in the process, they argued, were unsurprisingly men who attended 
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college (Heiss 1960; Kirkpatrick and Caplan 1945; Winch 1946).5 Women still had little 
authority over their own experiences.  
 It the 1960s, however, women began to reconsider their social positions, the idea 
of family life, and the way relationships were formed (McNulty and Cann 2012).6 During 
this time when many changes took place – when Betty Friedan wrote the Feminine 
Mystique, when the government finally began to pay attention to women’s experiences in 
the workplace, when a sexual revolution was brewing – women began to gain insight into 
their discontent. And, though there was little research done on women’s experience in the 
relationship formation process at that time, namely the 1960s and 1970s, we do know that 
relationships were beginning to change. Divorce and remarriage were on the rise 
(O’Flaherty and Workman Eells 1988; Rodgers and Conrad 1986), and cohabitation had 
emerged as a social phenomenon.  
Cohabitation as the New Norm 
Sociologists began to argue in the 1960s and 1970s that cohabitation, sexual 
relations, and childbearing outside of marriage were becoming prevailing norms in 
                                                
5 Winch’s (1946, 1949) studies of courtship and marriage of college age women and men were among 
some of the most important studies of their time. The problem, however, was that much of the research 
conducted was limited to the dating practices of young, affluent adults (those members of society who were 
able to attend college). This limited the overall understanding of American culture and its perception of 
dating and courtship practices. Evidence of these limitations can be found in the definition of courtship 
given by E.E. LeMasters in 1957, which states “courtship is the process by which the individual moves 
from a single status of the adolescent to the married status of the adult” (1957:116-117). Here dating and 
courtship that may have occurred outside of the young population in the United States was discounted and 
virtually uninvestigated. 
6 It has been noted that one problem with the study of the family and marriage is that only certain people’s 
experiences are accounted for. Studies of early American families fail to mention Quakers, rural white 
families, and pre-civil war working class families. Later accounts all but ignore working class and 
immigrant families as well as families of color. And, recent scholarship is only beginning to examine 
“alternative families.” Most of what is discussed as changes to relationship formation in the 1960s comes 
out of white, middle-class examples.  
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American culture.  They also pointed to an openness to different kinds of experiences that 
was leading to a decrease in commitment to marriage and to family life (Seltzer 2000; 
Smock 2000; Waite and Gallagher 2001). Studies showed that there was no widely 
recognized formal or informal script for cohabitation and that those who engaged in the 
“lifestyle” often struggled to create their own blueprint (Skolnick and Skolnick 
2007:172). After decades of study, scholars found that cohabitation was difficult for 
Americans because marriage remained the “right” way to establish a family unit. 
Marriage, some argue, is an “incomplete institution” because it lacks of clear normative 
standards (Booth and Edwards 1992; Cherlin 2004; Copen et al. 2013; Nock 1995).  
Today, cohabitation persists as a norm for American couples.7  Some never 
marry, choosing to cohabitate long-term instead.  But, as is more often the case, 
cohabitating relationships turn into marriages – or remarriages (Axinn and Thorton 2000; 
Copen et al. 2013). In one study, it was found that a majority of high school seniors 
thought that living together prior to marriage is a good idea (Axinn and Thornton 2000). 
This indicates a decrease in social stigma around premarital relationship of this sort. 
Other changes have also taken place. The establishment of relationships, for example, is 
now delayed. Because coupling is no longer an immediate concern, young people are less 
likely to search for their life partners during their college years and more likely to focus 
on their careers before marrying and starting a family (Amato et al. 2007). The trends 
                                                
7 According to the Current Population Survey (CPS) the proportion of unmarried women who were 
cohabitating tripled, from 3 percent to 9 percent between 1978 and 1998, while unmarried men who 
cohabitated went up from 5 percent to 12 percent during these same years (Casper and Cohen 2000). Only 
8 percent of first marriages in the late 1960s were preceded by cohabitation, compared with 49 percent in 
1985-1986 (Bumpass 1990) and 56 percent by the early to mid-1990s (Bumpass and Lu 2000). Young 
American couples, it seems, are more likely to begin their coresidential relationship in cohabitation than in 
marriage. 
    12 
discussed here have led social scientists to argue that cohabitation has taken the place of 
courtship in American society in recent years (Bailey 1998; Cohen and Manning 2010; 
Rindfuss and VandenHeuve 1990).8  
The Hook-up Culture 
Suggesting that relationships start with cohabitation, however, is problematic.  Of 
course, something comes before co-residential relationships begin.  Over the past decade, 
scholarly research on heterosexual hook-up culture has attempted to make sense of those 
pre-marital or pre-cohabitational relationships (Bailey 1998; Bogle 2008; Burdette et al. 
2009; England and Thomas 2006; Glenn and Marquardt 2001; Turner 2003). A great deal 
of data have been gathered, giving us information about what percentage of college 
students hook-up, how often they do so, and what kind of sexual activities take place 
during those interactions (England and Thomas 2006; Glenn and Marquardt 2001; 
Heldman and Wade 2010). When scholars first recognized this “new sexual culture,” they 
emphasized the negative emotional and social outcomes, specifically for women (Bogle 
2008; England and Thomas 2006). And yet, after the initial assumption that hooking up 
was the most prevalent experience for young adults in the United States, many studies 
have found that the hook-up culture is not as pervasive as has been previously reported 
(Freitas 2008; Garcia and Reiber 2008). Findings indicate that somewhere between 30 
percent (Garcia and Reiber 2008) and 75 percent (Armstrong et al. 2010; England et al. 
                                                
8 Some have argued that changes in attitudes on dating, courtship, and marriage are the results of rising 
individualism and declining religious involvement (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; Coontz 2008), while 
others have argued that women’s changing roles in the labor market (Cherlin and Furstenberg 1988) and 
the sexual revolution (Bumpass 1990) have resulted in the move away from traditional paths to marriage. 
But most of these scholars agree that the trend toward cohabitation is the result of the mutual reinforcement 
of these various trends (Smock 2000). 
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2008) of young adults have hooked up during college. These numbers seem high, but 
scholars also report that about 40 percent of those who had hooked up during college had 
done so three or fewer times (England et al. 2008).  
Scholars also indicate that the culture around sex in the United States is more 
nuanced than the hook-up culture literature suggests (Freitas 2008; Sessions Stepp 2008; 
Wade and Heldman 2012). Despite the “new” emphasis on risk free relationships and on 
casual sexual relationships, people still desire long-term relationships and many do marry 
(Bogle 2008; Freitas 2008). This means that at some point people are establishing strong 
enough relationships that they feel warrant marriage. I argue throughout this dissertation 
that this is due to the cultural package of meanings that are still attached to the institution 
of marriage in both secular and religious contexts.  
Relationship Formation for Members of Gender-Traditional Religions  
Because members of gender-traditional religions are more likely to marry than 
those who are not religious (Blackwell and Lichter 2004; Cherlin 2004; Heaton 1984; 
Kelly and Wright 2010), there must be something about religious beliefs that affect 
relationship formation practices. I argue, then, that we must understand how religious 
people, specifically those in gender-traditional religious communities, negotiate their 
positions in a subculture that encourages marriage within a larger societal structure that 
promotes the putting off of marriage. 
 Contemporary studies of religion and the family have centered on marriage but 
not on the path to marriage. In the 1960s, 70s, and 80s scholars found that religion was 
often a factor in the screening of potential partners at the level of dating relationships 
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(Heiss 1960; Kerckhoff and Davis 1962; Lewis 1972; Winch 1958), and that those with 
strong religious ties were more careful in selecting marital partners (Davis-Brown, 
Salamon and Surra 1987). Unfortunately, there are few modern studies that examine this 
same question. Instead, marital commitment and dependency (Wilcox and Wolfinger 
2008), the affects of marital conflict (Curtis and Ellison 2002), marital infidelity 
(Burdette, Ellison, Sherkat and Gore 2007), and the likelihood of divorce (Brown, 
Orbuch, and Bauermeister 2008) have been highlighted.  
 Attention to emerging adulthood is one promising area of recent research that has 
begun to shed light on the connections between religious doctrine and marriage, beliefs, 
and expectations. Christian Smith and his colleagues (2009), who have gathered multiple 
waves of data through The National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR), for example, 
have found that emerging adults, even those who are affiliated with a religious 
community, are waiting a lot longer to marry and start families. This, they contend, has to 
do with the pursuit of education, the desire to be “free” longer, and the availability of 
artificial conception (2009). Ellison, Burdette, and Glenn (2011) also attempted recently 
to understand the relationship between multiple aspects of religious involvement and 
marital expectations among college women. Others have begun to examine the 
relationships between dating and religion, but focus primarily on sexuality. Regnerus 
(2007), for example, has studied young (high school aged) religious teens, but focuses 
more on sex than on dating. Similarly, Frietas’ 2008 study of students at religious 
universities emphasizes decisions made around sex. Such studies continue to ignore the 
question as to how religion affects the formation of relationships.  
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 Very recently a small group of sociologists of religion have begun to focus once 
again on the actual processes associated with dating and courtship. Courtney Irby writes 
specifically about the dating lives of students at Evangelical universities (2011), John 
O’Brien is examining the efforts of young American Muslims to keep the process of 
dating Halal, or permissible by Islamic law (2011), and Orit Avishai is working on a 
book that assesses the ritual experiences associated with premarital relationships in the 
Orthodox Jewish community (forthcoming). Each of these studies examines dating and 
courtship in religious communities that, like the Latter-day Saints, seek to maintain 
conservative ideas about gender, sexuality, and marriage in the face of the liberalizing 
trends of the larger culture. This dissertation contributes to that growing body of 
literature, but adds a significant new question: How are dating and courtship practices 
shaped by a religious community that believes marriage is for eternity?  
The LDS Church as an Example 
 Above I have illustrated that there are two very different stories being told by 
social scientists about dating. First, sociologists of the family have suggested that 
Americans are moving beyond dating and courtship and are relying on cohabitation as a 
path to marriage. Second, sociologists of religion tell us that dating relationships remain 
important to the mate selection process, especially among those involved in gender-
traditional religions. But surely, because most religious people are not completely 
segregated from the secular world, the two perspectives must intersect somehow.  
Gender-traditional religious traditions resist the effects of modernity as they work 
to maintain a specific type of family structure. Many work to remain outside of secular 
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society but effectively navigate somewhere between the secular and religious worlds, 
which results in the establishment of a “subcultural identity” (Smith 1998). Because 
many Americans continue to be involved in gender-traditional religious communities, 
studying them helps to illuminate important theoretical issues surrounding the 
relationships between men and women, and their experiences with coupling.9 Mormons 
are a particularly interesting group to study as they have positioned themselves as 
insiders and outsiders in the United States. Like Evangelicals, they have successfully 
survived and thrived in a pluralistic American culture, mostly because of the church’s 
ability to maintain strong boundaries, their distinctiveness, and their ability to remain 
engaged with the larger culture. They simultaneously conform to and deviate from the 
norms of American culture (Fox et al. 2012; Mauss 2011). 
Latter-day Saints have adopted norms, dress, and even geographic separation to 
reinforce the boundaries from their side (Bruce 2013; Taysom 2010). They strive to be 
“peculiar.” They have been stigmatized, persecuted, and exiled by the larger culture 
throughout history (Hutchinson-Jones 2011). Theirs is a classic case of mutual boundary 
reinforcement, meaning that both sides, secular society and Mormon culture, maintain 
boundaries through intentional practices.  
However, this is not the end of the story. Despite working diligently for decades 
to separate themselves from the larger culture and maintain a sense of difference, 
Mormons have nevertheless developed what I call a secular mask that allows them access 
                                                
9 In 2008, the Pew Forum on Religious and Public Life found that 26.3 percent of United States adults 
belonged to Evangelical Protestant Churches, 6.9 percent to historical black churches, 1.7 percent to the 
LDS church, 0.6 percent to Eastern Orthodox traditions, .5 percent to Conservative Jewish sects, less than 
.3 percent to Orthodox Jewish sects, .6 percent to Islam, 23.9 percent to the Catholic Church, and .7 percent 
to the Jehovah’s Witness. 
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to the many resources available to ordinary Americans. Unlike Orthodox and Hasidic 
Jews, conservative Muslims, and fundamentalist Latter-day Saints (FLDS), they do not 
set themselves apart with visible representations of their beliefs and rituals. Aside from 
their (hidden) temple garments, modest attire, and a disinclination towards heterogamy, 
premarital sex, profanity, and other behaviors acceptable in the secular world, there is not 
much visible evidence of their difference from secular Americans. They can build new 
businesses and navigate school systems just like their neighbors. They have, for all 
intents and purposes, remained wedded to the paraphrased biblical message, “be in the 
world, but not of it.”10 In ordinary interaction, those around them may not perceive the 
invisible spiritual boundaries that nevertheless guide Mormon behavior. 
The secular mask, then, offers members the opportunity to experience both worlds 
– the secular world and the Mormon world. Thus, one might expect them to be influenced 
by both, at least to some extent. What I argue here is that the secular mask, though once a 
large, awkward veneer that concealed little, has become in recent years a tool used to 
hide one’s true “self” in certain situations. Known fears around Mormonism in American 
culture once led to their isolation and insecurity around the protection of their religious 
identities (Taysom 2010). Today, that mask has become only a thin cover that protects 
Mormon peculiarities while also deepening their connections to the secular world. In 
other words, because they were so feared and persecuted, Mormons had to learn to hide 
(Hutchinson-Jones 2011). Today, they no longer need to hide, but the habit remains. Thus 
church leadership works diligently, even now, to ensure that Mormons maintain their 
                                                
10 This is an often cited message by Protestants and Latter-day Saints, but nowhere in scripture is it found in 
this exact wording. Most believe it to be taken from Romans 12:2 or John 17:11 and 16. 
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difference, especially in regards to social issues, while also enjoying the benefits of the 
secular world (Mauss 2011). As the barriers have become thinner, the possibilities for 
tension have become greater. Their movement from extreme isolation to integration 
complicates the mate selection process greatly. 
Contributions to the Burgeoning Field of Mormon Studies 
This dissertation is primarily a contribution to the sociology of sex and gender, 
family, and religion, but it will inevitably broaden the rapidly growing field of Mormon 
studies. Until recently, social scientific research on Mormons has tended to focus on 
church growth and institutional change (Mauss 1984; Stark and Bainbridge 1987; Young 
2001), the missionary experience (Knowlton 2001; Shepherd and Shepherd 1984; Wilson 
1981), and women and minorities (Bahr et al. 1982; Bushman 1976; Cornwall 2001; 
Hanks 1992; Mihelich and Storrs 2003; Mauss 1968; Toney et al. 1985; Vance 2002; 
White and White 1980). Mormon society and culture have been explored primarily 
through studies conducted by the research department at the LDS headquarters and have 
almost exclusively used quantitative methods. This study’s qualitative methods and 
outside vantage point are a significant new contribution to understanding Mormon 
culture. 
Family in the LDS church has been covered in great detail by social scientists 
over the years (Barlow 1977; Heaton 1988; Kunz 1964; Wilkinson and Tanner 1980), yet 
very little attention has been paid to dating and courtship. A 2005 paper by M. Gerald 
Bradford entitled “The Study of Mormonism: A Growing Interest in Academia” 
examined the recent boom in Mormon studies worldwide. His work showed that though 
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many theologians, historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and religious scholars have 
written on Mormons, there had been no papers, books, dissertations, or master’s theses 
written on the topic of dating and courtship. Since that overview of the field was written, 
only one study on the topic of dating in the LDS church has been published. Woodger, 
Holman, and Young’s 2007 book, Latter-day Saint Courtship Patterns, examines the path 
to marriage but limits its sample to students at BYU. Methodologically limited as it is, 
the study gives only a narrow view of what students hope for in the relationship 
formation process, and is unable to capture the nuances of dating and courtship practice 
or the experiences of Mormons outside of the BYU context. This dissertation will, then, 
be the first to examine this significant life stage in an important religious community. 
 And, Mormons are important. The Mormon faith is growing rapidly worldwide 
(Stark 1984).11 Mormons are located in 46 countries and on every continent. We must 
pay attention to members living in Utah and around the world. The contemporary 
“Mormon moment,” widely noted in the years leading up to 2012, will bring more 
attention to the tradition and its members. This dissertation will, I hope, contribute to the 
larger effort to understand this uniquely American religion. 
Rethinking Gender and Religion 
Despite the fact that Mormons position themselves somewhere between the 
secular and religious worlds, they have been particularly wedded to their belief in gender 
complementarianism (Beaman 2001; Bulanda 2011). My findings indicate that this belief 
                                                
11 Stark received a great deal of resistance when he projected that the LDS church would grow to between 
60 million and 265 million by 2080. He addressed this resistance and assessed the arguments raised by 
colleagues in his 2001 chapter “Modernization and Mormon Growth: The Secularization Thesis Revisited.” 
In this paper, he maintains that Mormon growth rates must be taken seriously.  
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has colored Latter-day Saints’ specific understanding of the life course and the formation 
of relationships. For this reason this dissertation will pay specific attention to gender. 
Analyzing gender-traditional religious communities from a gendered perspective is 
nothing new in the sociology of religion. However, I aim to examine gender by focusing 
not simply on women’s agency or men’s fear of threat, as has been done previously, but 
by making connections between men’s and women’s agency.  
Though gender had become a central theme within sociology by the 1990s, and 
most subfields recognized the importance of examining gender at least as a variable, only 
a few understood gender to be a social institution. Sociologists of religion were among 
the most resistant subfield when it came to critical claims made by feminist academics. 
Until recently, the subfield remained primarily “informed by a predominantly 
Eurocentric, white, male view of social reality, and by perspectives that have largely 
ignored the way that non-white, non-Western, lower-class, non-protestants define the 
social world” (Wallace 1997:4). Some sociologists of religion began to recognize the bias 
and, in the early and mid-1990s, attempted to promote the advancement of studies of 
women and religion. Ruth Wallace, in her 1995 presidential address to members of 
Society for the Scientific Study of Religion (SSSR), pointed to this issue explicitly, 
asking, “Where are the women in the mosaic of research on religion?” (1997: 11). 12 She 
then said, 
                                                
12 In Wallace’s speech she makes the claim that if Emile Durkheim had been an Emily her sociology would 
have developed quite differently, if at all. She wonders if emotions would have been accounted for earlier 
in the discipline if Emily had been writing rather than Emile. Wallace asks several enlightening and 
entertaining questions that seem to suggest that ways of knowing are different for men and women (see 
Hartsock 1983, 1998; Hill Collins 1990; Smith 1990 for more on this). Standpoint theory, as it is known, 
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Despite the explosion of research on women since the advent of the 
contemporary women’s movement, there still exist many lacunae in social 
science research on women and religion (1997:1). 
 
Others have echoed this sentiment over the years, arguing that too few studies have 
examined the lives and experiences of religious women (Hoyer-Gray 2000; Neitz 1993, 
2003). Social scientists, Wallace argued, must examine the missing piece of the mosaic, 
and women must become more central in research on religion.  
Putting this suggestion into practice was more difficult for sociologists of religion 
than expected. The subfield, having been dominated for many years by theories of 
secularization, was only recently experiencing an academic overhaul.13 This shift was 
highly significant to the field. After such a lengthy relationship with secularization 
theories, many questions were left unasked and thus unanswered. When the 
secularization blinders were shed, sociologists of religion could see that religion was 
omnipresent in the United States, more than in any other modern country (Berger 2002; 
Warner 1993). Faith and spiritual well-being were flourishing, world religions were 
becoming more visible, politics were steeped in religion, and no aspect of American life 
was untouched by religion (Roof 2001). This left much to be explored. The macro-level 
approach to understanding religion’s relationship to society waned and theories 
developed around pluralism (Finke and Stark 1992; Warner 1993; Wuthnow 1989), 
congregationalism (Ammerman 1997, 2005; Chaves 2004), and lived religion 
(Ammerman 2006; Hall 1997; McGuire 2008). 
                                                                                                                                            
has been widely accepted in sociology generally (especially within the sociology of sex and gender) but 
has, until recently, remained unexamined in the sociology of religion.  
13 Secularization is a theory that “interprets social changes in the place of religion in society as decline in 
religious power, influence, prestige, and/or popularity in the public sphere” (McGuire 2002:338). 
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Unfortunately, however, gender continued to be ignored (or under examined). In 
the larger discipline, religion was still viewed as unimportant to understanding society, 
especially to understanding contemporary women’s lives, meaning that religion tended to 
be low on the list of priorities for feminist sociologists (Hine 1992; Nye 2008). In 
addition, despite the fact that qualitative research had become more central to the 
sociology of religion, the sub-discipline continued to be dominated by quantitative 
research that often treated gender as a variable rather than a theoretical framework (Davie 
2013). Thus, the study of gender remained ghettoized within the sociology of religion.14 
To some extent, these things are still true of the discipline. 
In the past decade, however, two strands of research have advanced our 
understanding of gendered religious lives. One strand has examined the agency of women 
within gender-traditional religious communities and a second has given attention to 
religious influences on expressions of masculinity. These two strands have developed for 
different reasons, although, as I will argue here, they are intrinsically connected. The first 
developed out of a deep interest in why women remain invested in religious institutions, 
traditions, beliefs, and practices that systematically devalue them. Though early feminist 
theologians like Mary Daly and Rosemary Radford Ruether argued that religion reflects 
patriarchal relations by presenting women in limiting roles in religious texts, valorizing 
men, and prohibiting female leadership positions (Daly 1968; Reuther 1981), the question 
                                                
14 Judith Stacey and Barrie Thorne (1985) criticized sociology as a discipline for what they deemed the 
“ghettoization of feminist insights.” They argued that relying on functionalist conceptualizations of gender, 
using gender as a variable rather than a theoretical category and ghettoizing gender have been detrimental 
to sociology, keeping it from reaching the level of other social sciences. Here I use the term “ghettoize” to 
suggest that the sociology of religion has historically been wedded to a macro-structural level of analysis 
rather than a micro-interactional (or interpretive) level analysis. This framework has left women, and other 
marginalized groups, out of the center of study within the sociology of religion.  
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of “Is God good for women?” was not really explored by sociologists until after Wallace 
and her colleagues raised their voices in the 1990s. Once they did, however, a large body 
of literature developed quickly. Many studies of conservative religious women have 
investigated the negotiation of boundaries within patriarchal institutions of religion 
(Ammerman 1987; Bartkowski and Read 2003; Beaman 2001;Gallagher 2004) as well as 
why women join in the first place (Brasher 1998; Davidman 1991; Kaufman 1991). Other 
scholars have examined women’s contributions to and influences on conservative 
religious communities, practices and/or beliefs (Gilkes 1998). Effectively, all of these 
studies were concerned with how women in gender-traditional religious communities 
handle threats to their own personhood and act as agents in the social world. 
The findings of these studies suggest that strategies are developed by women in 
order to be satisfied with their religious experiences and to use that religious experience 
in service of their own personhood and well-being. Women in these religious settings 
have been found to have power and agency, a finding that goes against the basic 
assumptions many have made about women’s (false) consciousness (Avishai 2008). 
Thus, feminist scholars have identified several different types of agency for women who 
participate in gender-traditional religions – empowerment, instrumental, and resistant 
agency (Burke 2012). These studies suggest that religious women are not simply dupes 
exploited by patriarchy. Instead, women resist or challenge particularly stifling aspects of 
their religions and find empowerment and non-religious advantages by participating 
(Bartkowski and Read 2003; Brasher 1998; Chong 2008; Davidman 1991; Griffith 1997; 
Katzenstein 1998). Additionally, scholars have shown that even women who comply with 
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seemingly unfriendly religious doctrines exhibit agency (Avishai 2008; Bauman 2008; 
Bilge 2010; Hoyt 2007; Mack 2003; Mahmood 2005).15 
Studies of men in the sociology of religion have been more concerned with 
expressions of masculinity and have rarely examined questions of agency. While 
assumptions about women’s lack of power in religious communities have promoted the 
research on women within the sociology of religion, assumptions about men’s privilege 
have had the opposite result. Burke and I have argued elsewhere that scholars have 
routinely treated men as agents; their power is taken for granted because of their 
privileged positions (forthcoming). For this reason, many have avoided studies of men’s 
experiences explicitly and have instead focused their attention on how masculinity is 
constructed for men whose power has been threatened. This is most evident in the 
literature on the Promise Keepers, an Evangelical men’s movement that desires to 
rejuvenate “godly manhood” (Bartkowski 1997, 2000; Gallagher and Wood 2005; Heath 
2003) and on Muslims living in the western world (Archer 2001). In the studies of the 
Promise Keepers, contradictory findings show how rhetoric leads analysts to give 
unequivocal verdicts about the antifeminist patriarchal messages being transmitted 
(Heath 2003), while ethnographic study uncovers its nuances (Bartkowski 1997). 
Essentially, ideas predict one thing, but people seem to negotiate something a little 
different. Virtually no attention has been paid to men whose traditional power is not 
threatened or who are uncomfortable with their own power and/or privilege. The 
patriarchal dividend or “the advantage to men as a group from maintaining an unequal 
                                                
15 For a more complete description of the body of literature on women’s agency in gender-traditional 
religious communities, see Burke 2012. 
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gender order” (Connell 2009: 142) remains at the center of the study of religious men. 
Though the two strands of research are concerned with the same things – gender 
identity, power, and fear – their narratives are constructed in very different ways. But if 
masculinity and femininity are always mutually-constructed practices, it is necessary to 
construct a more comprehensive narrative that can explain both men’s and women’s 
experiences in highly structured religious institutions. In the account that follows, 
therefore, I compare the constructions of manhood and womanhood in the LDS church, 
providing a case from which to develop a theory about men’s and women’s agency in 
gender-traditional religions. As members of one of the most gender-traditional religions 
in the United States, Mormons serve as an excellent test case of how men and women 
alike are affected, both positively and negatively, by religious assumptions of gender 
complementarity. 
Methodology 
To unpack what it means to be a Mormon living in a secular world, I gathered 
ethnographic data in sites where that secular world was more and less present – Utah and 
New England. Ethnography was chosen in this study because it gave a contextually rich 
and nuanced understanding of the daily experiences of an exclusive sub-set of society 
(Falzon 2009). I combined many field techniques, which included participant 
observation, note taking, interviewing, and the examination of Mormon literature. I began 
by spending two years conducting research in two different Mormon wards in New 
England. In order to gain insight into all aspects of the coupling process, my research was 
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conducted in one family ward, and in one singles ward.16 I then spent four months 
studying three wards in Utah – one family ward, one single adult ward, and one young 
single adult ward (YSA). The ward for younger single members typically serves college 
students (though the church is reforming its practices to be more inclusive of non-
students younger than 25), while the more inclusive single adult ward also includes older 
members, typically through age 31. This approach, known as multi-site ethnography, 
extends the reliability of ethnography (Buroway 2003; Duneier 1999; Marcus 1995). As 
Nadai and Maeder (2009) state, “the main advantages [of multi-sited ethnography] lies in 
the potential for generalizability” (246). In the case of my research, multiple sites helped 
me as I developed empirical grounded theory. 
In each location, I spent time observing church meetings, singles groups, dances, 
dinners, and talking informally with members. I also conducted formal interviews with 70 
Mormon men and women. Each respondent was given time and space to speak freely, 
allowing access to their accounts of dating and marriage in ways often overlooked by 
survey research. 17  
Respondents were recruited in several different ways. First, bishops were asked to 
provide a list of names of potential respondents. Each was asked for the names of men 
                                                
16 Young adults, ages 12 to18, typically attend family wards until they leave for college or graduate high 
school. It is in college (or at college age) when most young members first experience a singles ward 
environment. All married members, whether they have children or not, will attend a family ward. The only 
exception to this rule is when members are given a calling to serve in a ward other than their own. For 
example, a married man can be called to serve as part of the bishopric of a singles ward. In this case his 
family would become members of the singles ward as well. As Elder Robert Hales put it in his March 1996 
talk “Belonging to a Ward Family,” “a singles ward is not to be considered as a permanent solution” 
(Ensign Hales: 15). Not all single members attend singles wards, rather only members who are actively 
seeking partners remain members of the singles ward, and thus singles wards tend to include young people, 
ages 18 to 40. 
17 See Appendix I for interview protocol. 
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and women in the church between the ages of 19 and 35. Bishops of singles wards 
provided names of single members and bishops of family wards provided names of 
married members. Originally my intention was to have an equal number of married and 
single people and an equal number of men and women. The final sample, however, 
includes more women than men and three members older than 35. These interviews of 
older singles added an interesting and unexpected dimension to my study. In a culture 
that is dominated by the belief that all people should be married, remaining single leads 
to marginalization. The three members over 35 (and other older single members) were 
able to offer useful insight about the experiences of single people in the church generally, 
further contributing to my study. 
Women were more responsive to my requests for interviews. Though there may 
have been many reasons for this, one likely possibility is that more women stay home 
when married and thus have more time to participate in a study of this sort. Single 
women were also more interested in talking about dating and relationships. These topics 
of conversation were regularly discussed with friends and relatives, making it easier for 
women to open up in a research setting. Married men were the most difficult to recruit for 
the study, both in New England and in Utah. My experience with these men suggests that 
work, church callings, and family commitments contributed to their disinterest in or 
inability to participate. In the end, my sample included 44 women and 26 men. The 
respondents ranged in age from 19 to 40 with an average age of 28. About half of my 
respondents were married and half were single.  
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Table 1.1: Respondents’ Location and Marital Status 
 
 
 
 
 
Most of my interviews were one-on-one interviews; however, four of my 
interviews were conducted with married couples. I never requested interviews with 
couples; instead the interviews were conducted as such at the request of the initial 
respondent. Typically the wife would ask that her husband be included in our 
conversation upon my arrival. Researchers have concluded that “third party presence 
during the interview interacts with the respondents need for social conformity” 
(Mneimneh 2012: x). Thus, I am aware that the presence of spouses may have affected 
the responses given by respondents and I have taken that into consideration in my 
analysis of data. In addition to the in-depth interviews, I organized two focus groups. The 
first was with a group of single men in New England, ranging in age from 25 to 33. The 
second was with a group of older single women in Utah, ranging in age from 26 to 35. In 
both cases, I utilized this method to add to my data on people in specific social positions. 
Focus groups are meant to be carefully planned discussion that allows a researcher to 
understand the perceptions on a given topic and within a particular type of person 
(Krueger 1988). My choice to use the method came out of my need to hear from more 
single men and women. In New England, I struggled to get single men involved in my 
study, while in Utah I found older single women scarce. Though there were many 
 Married Single 
New England (34) 11 women 
6 men 
 
10 women 
7 men 
 
Northern Utah (36) 10 women 
7 men 
 
13 women 
6 men 
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younger single women (mostly students) interested in being interviewed, older single 
women were more difficult to recruit. As one older single woman in Utah put it, “Any 
woman who makes it out of BYU without a husband has to hit the road, to focus on 
school or work. Some of them come back eventually, usually with their husbands and 
families. But single women rarely come back voluntarily.” The group dynamic in these 
focus groups may have contributed to members holding back. However, in both cases, 
members of the groups spoke freely about the topic of dating, marriage, and even sex. 
The data gathered from this method combined with other qualitative methods contributed 
to my overall understanding of the Mormon marriage market. 
My initial interviews helped me to recognize important sites of interaction for 
men and women. I focused my observations on these highly salient gendered spaces by 
attending dinners, meetings, mix and mingles, and family parties. I hung around before 
and after church services and occasionally sat in the lobby during sacrament meetings 
where many mothers and some fathers calmed children and chatted while listening to the 
services that were being piped in through overhead speakers. I attended early morning 
seminary sessions, sat in on classes at BYU, hung out in common spaces around campus, 
and even attended a few children’s play dates. While in Utah, I spent many weekends 
visiting with sister missionaries in Temple Square and observing the post-temple 
wedding rituals (which mostly consisted of taking pictures) of young couples. In addition 
to my own observations and my interviews with Mormon men and women, this study 
draws on diverse documentary sources. I analyzed LDS scripture, supplemental literature 
published by the church, and hymns. Additionally, I have remained deeply immersed in 
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the LDS culture. I follow church news and visit Mormon blogs and websites regularly. In 
other words, my immersion in the Mormon culture did not end with my fieldwork. I have 
maintained a connection to the community in various ways during the writing process. 
This has allowed me to keep up on important events that have occurred in the church over 
the past several years.  
As a non-Mormon, I had to consider how I would present myself to members of 
the church during my time in the field. This is not uncommon for social scientists who 
are outsiders in the communities they study (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Geertz 1993). 
While I had never spent much time worrying about my appearance, I suddenly found 
myself thinking about modesty and fashion. I only wore dresses and skirts to church 
services and was sure to pay attention to my hairstyle. I took out some of my earrings 
each Sunday, but maintained my outsider status by wearing the small silver stud in my 
nose that I have had for over a decade. The goal was to blend in enough to show respect 
for the community’s values and not to appear to be too much of an outsider, while also 
ensuring that members knew I was there as a researcher. For the most part, I think people 
forgot why I was there. They knew me and became comfortable around me and 
eventually simply assumed that I would be at certain events.  
Two other visible attributes contributed to my success as a researcher in this 
community, which is typically protective of its stories. First, I am a white woman. The 
majority (86 percent) of Latter-day Saints in the United States are white (Pew 2012), and 
in that basic way, I simply blended in. Second, toward the end of my time in New 
England and for my entire time in Utah, I was visibly pregnant. Just as a growing belly 
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helped my advisor Nancy Ammerman in her research on fundamentalists (1987), my 
pregnancy help me as I worked to gain the trust of the members in new research sites. It 
was particularly helpful in learning more about women’s experiences because they spoke 
to me about their own pregnancies before moving on to say more about their lives. 
Research Sites 
 
Originally, my plan was to compare the experiences of members of the LDS 
church living as religious minorities in New England with those living as the majority in 
Utah. Early on in my research, it seemed that there would be distinct differences in the 
ways members lived their lives, related to one another, constructed their own identities, 
and looked for mates. Some findings from the 1990s suggested that commitment levels 
are generally higher among Mormons in Utah than in other parts of the United States 
(Phillips 1998; Young 2001), and it seemed logical that finding a Mormon mate in Utah 
would be different than finding a Mormon mate in New England. The differences were, 
however, imperceptible in my sample. It was clear that those who lived in Utah had more 
cultural resources at their fingertips, but they were no more likely to be temple worthy 
members, to hold callings, or to attend church than those in New England. These findings 
led me reevaluate my original assumptions about the differences between those living as 
minorities in a majority culture and those who were the majority. In the case of the 
Latter-day Saints, geographical location mattered very little to their lives.  
My findings suggest that permeable boundaries and the emphasis on Utah as a 
homeland makes it possible for members to practice their faith in the same way no matter 
where they are. Essentially, everyone in the church acts as if they live in Utah, whether or 
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not they do.18 This means that it is possible for people outside of Utah to feel like they are 
immersed in an LDS culture because the institutional religious world is so strong that it 
makes up for the absence of a pervasive cultural world. They have effectively made 
“Zion” portable. In the end, choosing to gather data in both regions of the United States 
was a valuable decision. Though my dissertation will not be a comparative study of 
minority/majority culture, conducting research in both places created a depth of data I 
could not have had otherwise if only doing field research in one location. 
Organization of Dissertation 
Throughout this dissertation, I analyze the gendered life course constructed by the 
LDS church, an analysis that must begin with an exploration of the very particular 
religious ideas and practices on which these men and women are basing their lives. 
Chapter two, therefore, begins to paint a picture of Mormon culture. It examines the 
historical, structural, and doctrinal aspects of the church that come together to create a 
Mormon worldview. I argue in this chapter that both the highly organized institutional 
structure and the unique doctrine of celestial marriage are necessary to maintain the 
“success” of the church. The doctrine and teachings of the church provide a foundation 
for members and an ideology to live by, while the structure ensures that the ideology is 
                                                
18 This is likely the result of the historical significance of Utah to Mormons. The state has become central to 
most Mormons’ understanding of themselves as a people. It is in northern Utah that the general conferences 
take place, that the first presidency and the quorum of the 12 apostles meet, that many temples stand out on 
the mountainous land, and that the beloved Brigham Young University welcomes Mormon students every 
year. Because of this central location Mormons have developed a sort of hometown mentality. One is 
typically either born and raised in Utah, moves to Utah during their college years, or has connections to 
Utah through family and/or friends. Utah is important in the lives of most Mormons. Only a couple of my 
respondents said that Utah was unimportant to their understanding of Mormonism. Those who live outside 
of Utah speak of it with the same fondness that one may speak of their childhood home. There may not be a 
desire to go back to that home, but there is a joy in knowing it is there when it is needed. Those who do live 
in Utah may feel compelled to stay in the area; at the same time there exists the mentality that leaving the 
state is “always a possibility.” Utah, unlike the church itself, has very permeable boundaries. 
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established in the lives of its members, replicated, and, most importantly, maintained. 
Given those doctrines and the structures that maintain them, what then are the patterns of 
courtship in the church? Chapter three provides a detailed description of who is dating, 
when dating takes place, and how age and social position affect the dating experience. In 
Chapter four, I examine the transition from living the law of chastity to living life as part 
of an eternal couple, including the experiences of men and women with permissible 
sexuality. Here we see an example of “success” in the Mormon world, but also explore 
points of tension. Chapter five looks into the unsettled and liminal spaces inhabited by 
single members of the LDS church. Here I argue that being unmarried is problematic for 
men and for women of the LDS church, but in very different ways. Chapter six lays out 
the theoretical significance of the project, raising questions about men’s experiences with 
agency in gender-traditional religions. In the concluding chapter, the topics discussed in 
substantive chapters are revisited. 
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Chapter Two 
 
The Creation of a Mormon Worldview 
 
“Ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, and holy nation, a peculiar people; that 
he should shew the praises of him who hath called you out of darkness into his marvelous 
light.”  
1 Peter 2:9 KJV 
 
Driving north on Interstate 15 in Utah, passing through a vast desert, a lush 
national forest, and eventually through gorgeous snow-covered mountains, I found 
myself wrapped in a culture of Mormonism. Having never been to this region, but being 
familiar with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints from my research, I 
recognized Mormon symbols just about everywhere I turned. Beautifully crafted temples 
peeked out at me between the hills and valleys, each with an angel Moroni sculpture 
trumpeting atop the highest point of the structure. Billboards advertising Dear Elder (a 
website that offers an easier way to write “your missionary”), Missionary Mall (a 
clothing store/website that specializes in the attire and accessories LDS missionaries 
need), and Husband and Wife (a specialty adult store that gives “married LDS couples a 
more classy environment to shop for lingerie, romantic gifts and adult games”) line the 
highway for all passersby to see. Upon arrival in the city that would be my home away 
from home while conducting my research, I continued to feel the presence of a distinct 
LDS culture. During my drive from the freeway off-ramp to the house where I would 
live, I passed six church meetinghouses, one temple, and Brigham Young University, and 
(sadly, for me) no coffee shops.  
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When walking through the grocery store, in the mall, or around town, there was a 
distinct sense of Mormonism I have only ever felt within the walls of a meetinghouse. 
Mormons living in Utah, which is known to members of the church as a kind of Zion, are 
used to living among religiously like-minded people. They speak about the church, 
callings, talks given during sacrament meetings, and the expectations they have for 
others. Unless one says otherwise, they are presumed to be a member. I suspect this tribal 
environment where everyone is connected by a shared religious identity is exactly what 
Joseph Smith and Brigham Young hoped to create when setting out to build “the New 
Jerusalem” (Zion) upon the American continent. Utah’s Mormon population may be in 
decline, but it is still clearly Mormon country.  
Culture, then, became central to my study of Mormons in Utah.19 I began to pay 
close attention to the material evidence of Mormon culture and how it helped members of 
the LDS church to construct Mormon identity. Many questions emerged during that time. 
First, how was the Mormon worldview (or the “Mormon world”) constructed? Second, 
by what means has Mormon culture become what it is today? Third, how does the 
Mormon culture in Utah translate to other regions where Mormons are a religious 
minority, rather than the majority? I began to wonder how Mormon culture and identity 
affected the dating lives of Latter-day Saints. My findings suggest that the church has 
successfully created and sustained a sacred homeland, a clearly defined life course, and 
an original worldview that people want to espouse.  
                                                
19 Prior to my research in Utah, I had spent two years studying the LDS church in New England. There, 
many of my respondents had spoken of Utah and Mormon culture but the concepts remained abstract to me 
until I witnessed them for myself. 
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Growing in Membership, Growing in Visibility 
The LDS church is one of the fastest growing religions in the world, doubling its 
membership about every 15 years (Bushman and Bushman 1998). Missionary work has 
proven to be an enormously effective technique for Latter-day Saints in the United States 
and around the world (Knowlton 2001; Shepherd and Shepherd 1984). Examining data 
gathered by the church, Rodney Stark (1984) found that from 1940 to 1980 the church’s 
growth rate was 53 percent. Based on these findings, he predicted that church 
membership could grow to between 63,415,000 and 265,259,000 by 2080 if its growth 
rate stayed above 30 percent.  The LDS church, he said, would “achieve a worldwide 
following comparable to that of Islam, Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, and other 
dominant world faiths” (18).  Stark argued that its rise as a world faith would create a 
unique opportunity for sociologists to understand what factors lead to success in religion. 
Since Stark’s paper was first published, the church’s rapid growth rate has slowed 
considerably and some argue that it is no longer the fastest growing faith (Brooks 2012). 
Nevertheless, there remains ample evidence to suggest that the church maintains its push 
toward becoming a world religion. There are 166 Mormon temples (in operation, under 
construction, or soon to be built) in 46 countries around the world, the majority of the 
church’s 14.5 million members reside outside of the United States, and most of them 
speak a language other than English.20 All of this is due to the fact that Mormons actively 
proselytize in the United States and around the world. Their strength in numbers has 
                                                
20 According to church records, published on the church website, there are about 6.3 million members in the 
United States. There are 13,628 congregations and 68 temples. These numbers grow every year. In fact, 
with each new draft of this dissertation, I have updated these numbers to ensure accuracy. 
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made the Latter-day Saints much more visible in the last 30 years. Utah may be the 
Mormon “Zion,” but most Mormons live outside of Utah.  
The LDS church has become visible in other ways in the four years since I began 
conducting my research. Mitt Romney’s consecutive runs for the White House in 2008 
and 2012 (especially his success to the republican candidacy in 2012), Jon Huntsman’s 
short run for the office and the notoriety his daughters received as a result, and the many 
popular culture depictions of the LDS church have led the media and the church itself to 
refer to the time as the “Mormon Moment.” South Park, a satirical cartoon for teens and 
adults, and The Book of Mormon, a Broadway musical, along with the political 
campaigns of Romney and Huntsman, have kept Mormonism in the public eye, intriguing 
many Americans. What most people seem to find interesting is the way being Mormon 
appears to affect a person so fully, a curiosity that sometimes gets expressed as fear. As 
in the past with other non-Protestant politicians, some wondered how Mormonism might 
influence a Romney presidency. The church is often viewed in a positive light when it 
comes to the family. Trey Parker and Matt Stone, the creators of South Park and The 
Book of Mormon, continually praise the strength of Mormon families and even stated in 
their Tony acceptance speech that they wrote the musical because they “secretly wanted 
to have a big happy Mormon family” (Interview on On Point with Tom Ashbrook, May 
6, 2011). Mitt Romney’s run for president has led some to argue that being Mormon 
(specifically going on a mission) makes members of the church effective leaders (Winter 
2011). What all of these examples point to is that the Mormon worldview, established 
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and maintained by the church over its 180 years, is effective at creating a certain 
recognizable type of person.  
Known mostly for its story of origin, history with plural marriage, conversion 
methods, and dominance in the state of Utah, Latter-day Saints have set themselves apart 
from other religious and secular groups in the United States by embracing a pervasive 
community culture that has grown out of church practices. Since the early days of the 
church, members have been instructed to live, act, eat, dress, date, marry, raise children, 
and worship in very specific ways, many of them existing in direct opposition to the 
habits of a larger American culture. Members have largely followed these 
commandments in order to maintain worth (or remain in good standing with the church) 
and to ensure salvation and exaltation (to guarantee the good standing of their eternal 
souls). In doing so, they recognize their role as participants in a subculture. They help 
sustain a distinctly Mormon culture similar to the “subcultural identity” that has been 
established for Evangelicals (Smith 1998). Thus, despite the changes the church has seen 
over the years, a distinct religious identity and worldview has developed, making 
Mormons identifiable to others, and affecting members’ behavior.  The Mormon 
worldview, I argue, was creatively crafted by early leaders of the church and remains 
diligently upheld by church leaders and current members.  
 As Peter Berger (1967) has argued, group involvement impacts the development 
of a religious worldview. The Mormon worldview is sustained by conversations with 
significant others. Plausibility structures – in this case the church – create a consistent 
worldview for Mormons living in a pluralistic world. What is most surprising, however, 
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is how well the Mormon Church is able to maintain the subjective reality of its members 
(so that it mirrors the objective reality of the group), even though contemporary Mormons 
are often embedded in secular society (or spaces where individuals’ subjective realities 
do not mirror that of the group). I argue here that the church’s effectiveness at worldview 
maintenance is the result of its emphasis on belief and behavior throughout the life 
course. Similarly, emphasis on a commitment to theological narratives and personal 
community relationships significantly strengthen the Mormon worldview. 
Two Important Components of the Mormon World 
In examining the construction of and participation in the “Mormon world,” I have 
found that there are two basic social components that make up this distinct worldview. 
The first is a highly institutionalized structure, which began with the earliest saints and 
has been functioning, rather successfully, ever since. The second is the unique doctrine 
and teachings that were born with the faith tradition when Joseph Smith first published 
the Book of Mormon in 1830 and continue to grow with the addition of new revelations. 
It is important here to note that when I focus on the organization of the church, I am 
actually examining the effects of the actions of those who have led the organization over 
the years. As Stark (2001) states, “religious movements will succeed to the extent they 
have legitimate leaders with adequate authority to be effective” (226). In the LDS church, 
because of the core belief in revelation and prophetic power, church leadership has 
always been seen as having legitimate authority. The doctrinal justification states quite 
clearly who may lead and how leadership should be obtained. It also grants certain 
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powers to leaders. In the LDS church, doctrine has led directly to strong leadership and 
the routinization of religious practice. 
These two elements of the LDS church, I argue, help to establish a worldview and 
religious identity that not only informs members’ spiritual lives, but also dictates 
everyday life choices. The phenomenon is similar to what Weber (1905/2001) describes 
in the Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism: the meaning imposed by people and 
cultures through their beliefs and values has great influence on the manner in which they 
perceive their reality and act within it. Thus, religious ideology directs daily activities. 
Here I describe these two components of the church, explore why both are necessary to 
maintain its “success,” and examine the ways in which they work together to promote 
certain behaviors. The doctrine and teachings of the church provide a foundation for 
members and an ideology to live by, while the structure ensures that the ideology is 
established in their lives, replicated and, most importantly, maintained.21 In examining 
these two basic social elements, I give an historical overview of the church and the 
organization of church leadership, and an indication of what it is like to be a member of 
the church today. This includes explanations of how messages are transmitted within this 
highly structured religious tradition. Because the LDS church has been so successful with 
conversions, constructing a particular worldview, and dictating the behavior of its 
members, it is essential for the reader of this dissertation to have a comprehensive 
understanding of both the role of the church in the lives of its members and the ways in 
                                                
21 See Berger (1967) on world maintenance. 
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which Mormon culture has developed over time in Utah and in the “mission field.”22 
Additionally, I briefly explore the uniqueness of Mormon doctrine and teachings, paying 
particular attention to celestial marriage, a revelation that has a profound effect on the 
lives of members. In the final section of this chapter, I begin to connect the two elements 
to the present-day behavior of members, especially around issues of dating, sexuality, and 
marriage. In the LDS church, perhaps more than in any other tradition in the United 
States, the religious institution itself and its promotion of a particular doctrinal viewpoint 
directly affects the marital choices of its members. 
Institutional Structure 
The Hierarchy of the Church: A True Patriarchy 
Since its inception in 1830, the LDS church (along with its many charismatic 
leaders) has crafted a highly organized, hierarchical religious institution, which has had a 
hand in almost all aspects of the lives of its members. The highest, most significant 
governing body of the church is the First Presidency, which includes the prophet (also 
called the president) of the church and his two counselors. Today, Thomas S. Monson 
serves as the 16th prophet of the church.23 The earliest prophets of the church had a great 
deal to do with the organization and doctrine of the religious tradition. Joseph Smith, the 
first and founding prophet, drew from the New Testament and his own vision to establish 
an order. In 1835, Smith established the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, which is 
                                                
22 The “mission field” is a term used by the church and its members to describe any region other than Utah. 
Because there is nowhere else in the world where Mormonism is the majority religion, proselytizing is 
expected to take place on a daily basis.  
23 When I began my research, Gordon B. Hinckley was prophet. His influence on the church and its 
members is well documented. Hinckley is generally considered the first president to have a true secular 
presence. The culmination of this presence came with an interview on Larry King Live in 2004. 
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somewhat similar in function to a collective papacy but a significant departure from any 
structure the Christian church had seen. While the symbol of the apostles is well 
established in the New Testament, the Christian tradition has never recognized any but 
the original twelve as having any special authority.  
In everyday practice, the Mormon Quorum is seen as a group of missionaries, 
messengers, and “special witnesses.” Members of the Quorum were among the first in the 
early church to convert large numbers of people to the tradition (Givens 1997), and today, 
they continue their missionary efforts, but in a more formal way. Members of the 
modern-day Twelve Apostles, for whom the Quorum is a lifetime calling, have primary 
responsibility for giving talks to member and non-member groups on church policy, 
beliefs, and practices. They travel frequently, addressing and encouraging large 
congregations of members and interested non-members and meeting with local 
leadership. When not traveling, they meet to discuss matters affecting the world, the 
nation, and members of the church. They make decisions (usually said to be based in 
revelation), which are then reported to the 14.5 million members worldwide through talks 
given at general conferences, postings on the internet, and publications in church 
magazines. Revelations of this sort are foundational to the LDS church. In fact, on-going 
revelation is a key authority tool. It is believed that all members are able to receive 
revelation from God, though revelations from church leaders are especially valued in the 
religious tradition. The church, then, effectively communicates a theological tradition 
through its structure. 
Also inspired by New Testament teachings (Luke 10:1-2), the next group of 
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leaders is referred to as the Quorums of Seventy – there are currently eight of these 
quorums. The first two Quorums of Seventy are considered to be general authorities, 
giving them the power to perform sealings (an ordinance performed in Mormon temples 
making it possible for marital relationships to be eternal), while the remaining six 
quorums act as area authorities, living and working within a specific geographic region of 
the church, many outside of North America. The general authorities assist the Twelve 
Apostles, serving in various locations throughout the world, and are deemed more 
connected to God, by virtue of their calling, than are laypersons. Area presidents are 
included in the first Quorum of Seventy.  
In addition to the quorums, there are also auxiliary general presidencies within the 
church. Each of the five auxiliary groups – Relief Society, Young Women, Primary, 
Sunday School, and Young Men – has a president and two counselors. Of these, the 
presidents and counselors of the Relief Society, Young Women, and Primary are women. 
In his 2004 talk,  “The Doctrinal Foundation of the Auxiliaries,” Elder Scott stated that 
“the fundamental role and purpose of the auxiliary organizations of the Church is to help 
plant and make grow a testimony of Jesus Christ and of the Gospel.” He then went on to 
say that “auxiliaries can also teach of the divine mission of Joseph Smith and of the 
Restoration of the Church of Jesus Christ” (Scott 2005). Because members of the 
presidencies of auxiliaries groups are not considered general authorities, their authority is 
limited, and they must operate under the direction of the priesthood. This is especially 
significant for women, since it means that these high-ranking positions do not have 
legitimate power of their own. Some have argued that auxiliary presidencies are not 
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power holding positions in the church because they are the only high-ranking positions 
women can hold, and women are deemed less effective in leadership roles outside of the 
family (Bushman 2006). Women cannot be called to the Quorums of the Seventy or the 
Twelve and, unsurprisingly, cannot be part of the first presidency. 
The LDS church is set up to provide individual members with the feeling of 
participating in such an orderly system that allows them to contribute to the overall 
effectiveness of the organization. An organization is also regarded as more legitimate and 
effective when members view themselves as participants in a general system of authority 
that effectively orders their lives (Stark 2001). At regional levels, the stake presidency 
heads a particular stake (or collective of congregations) overseeing wards (congregations) 
in the area. Bishops are the religious leaders of individual wards. Within each ward there 
is a Relief Society, Young Women, Young Men, Primary, Sunday school and Elder’s 
Quorum presidency. The leaders have less authority than those in the bishopric. Members 
are called to these positions and are not paid for their duties. In addition to these more 
formal callings, nearly every member in good standing receives a calling in the church. 
These may include local administrative, teaching, or service-oriented positions, such as 
instructor in one of the auxiliary groups, primary worker, visiting teaching leader, or 
athletic director. One may even be called to hand out programs at the door of the 
sacrament room. The function of this system is to ensure that members feel they are 
contributing. Early in the church’s history it was essential for members to have callings 
and to contribute to the church’s survival in any way that they could. Today, callings are 
said to be opportunities for learning and growth.  
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All local ward and stake leaders must follow a chain of command. Each position 
held in the church is overseen by another lay leader, with the highest level of authority 
being the first presidency. No matter what others might have said in the past, when the 
prophet makes a statement the rest of the church is expected to follow his lead. In 1979, 
Elder Tanner, a first counselor at the time, argued this point, stating, “When the prophet 
speaks the debate is over,” a remark that could be made of most other religious authority 
structures. For example, the papacy of the Catholic Church demonstrates the same kind 
of power over Catholics around the world. The belief in papal infallibility has made the 
pope’s authority essential to the church. It is believed that he “defines a doctrine 
concerning faith and morals” (Duffy 2002: 299). Interestingly, this statement was made 
in the 1870s, just about the same time that the LDS church was putting their infallible 
authority structure in place. The establishment of structural authorities was likely a 
response to the Second Great Awakening and a felt need to separate themselves from the 
dominant Protestant traditions. Protestants have never granted such divine authority to 
any human being. 
Many of those interviewed for this project embrace this notion of divine authority 
and accept the teaching of their church’s official leaders. When asked how strongly they 
identify with their church’s teachings, and if there are things they disagree with, very few 
people reported disagreements with doctrine or teachings. I argue throughout this 
dissertation, as have many other scholars, that theirs is a true patriarchal hierarchy, and 
revelations from church leaders are taken very seriously. For example, the prophet 
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Gordon B. Hinckley (1910-2008), the most recent past president, spoke at the October 
2000 general conference on the topic of tattoos and piercing, stating, 
We--the First Presidency and the Council of the Twelve--have taken the position, 
and I quote, that “the Church discourages tattoos. It also discourages the piercing 
of the body for other than medical purposes, although it takes no position on the 
minimal piercing of the ears by women for one pair of earrings.” (Hinckley 2000) 
 
Most members took this statement to be equal in authority to doctrine because it came 
from the prophet who was seen at the time as God’s spokesman. And though some of my 
Mormon respondents expressed discontent with this teaching, they lived by it anyway.24  
 Such is the case with many of the teachings that come out of the hundreds of talks 
given each year by Church leaders, especially at the church’s general conferences.25 
These conferences, which have met biannually since 1830, provide the greatest rhetorical 
exposure of Mormon general authorities to rank and file members (Shepherd and 
Shepherd 1984). At the conferences, general authorities--including the prophet--give 
talks, testify in Christ, interpret doctrine, announce and rationalize policies, and embody 
the practice of modern revelation. In doing so, they establish their authority on all things 
(behaviors, appearance, and life choices), thereby enlarging the scope of conformity 
among members.26 Going against the standards set forth by the church forces rebellious 
                                                
24 Of 70 respondents only one had (or had ever had) a piercing that the first presidency would disagree 
with. She spoke of her tongue ring multiple times throughout the interview and the way it affected her 
bishop’s view of her as a member. 
25 The published versions of these talks, often printed in the LDS magazine Ensign, get treated like 
scripture. They are used in Family Home Evening activities and Sunday School, and are often cited in talks 
given in Sunday Sacrament meetings. 
26 Among the most recent revelations presented at a general conference is the newly established age at 
which members can go on a mission. On October 6, 2012, Thomas S. Monson delivered a speech in which 
he gave women the authority to decide if they wanted to go on a mission at age 19, rather than waiting until 
the previously acceptable age of 21 to decide. Men are now able to embark on a mission at age 18, rather 
than 19. Monson’s statement took many Latter-day Saints by surprise. The days following led to a flurry of 
activity and conversation around the issue; many argued that this was a sign of change to come. Women’s 
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members to take an outsider’s position. One cannot partake in the ways of the non-
Mormon world without consequences. Elder Vaughn J. Featherstone expressed this 
feeling in a 1999 talk given at general conference, when he said, 
Aren’t you proud that the Church teaches us the truth? We don’t have to wonder 
about earrings for boys and men, tattoos, spiked hair, the four-letter words, and 
obscene gestures. We have prophets who model the standards. (Featherstone 
1999, “One Link Still Holds”) 
 
Essentially the message is, “We make decisions so you don’t have to.” No other large 
religious tradition in the United States has such a far-reaching and effective structure of 
religious authority, and it is an essential mechanism for ensuring that member behavior is 
tightly constrained within approved limits. 
 The complex structure of the church, which mixes an authoritarian approach with 
a lay leadership approach, creates a unique experience for members, who are 
simultaneously guided through their everyday experiences and given the chance to 
contribute to the operation of the church. This is most obvious in the case of missionary 
work; not only do members spend eighteen months to two years of their young lives 
doing missionary work where the church needs them, but every member is considered a 
missionary. The experience is similar to that of the Jehovah’s Witness but different from 
that of the Christian (Ammerman 2005:139-140). For many, this is what makes the 
Mormon experience enticing. General authorities have a great deal of power and 
influence over members but autonomy and democratic leadership is also prompted at the 
regional level. As many leaders are unpaid, and the majority of active members taking 
                                                                                                                                            
experiences, it seemed, were being valued as they never had before. Those members who were unhappy 
with the old revelation concerning the appropriate age for missionary work to begin were pleased by this 
revelation.  
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callings, most of the church’s needs are met by the regional leaders, who rely on 
guidance from its general authorities.  
Historical Roots: The Development of the Church, the Organizational Structure, and 
Mormon Culture27 
 
 This sharing of power is a legacy of Joseph Smith, the founder of the LDS church. 
Smith, who considered himself a prophet and afforded himself the right to lead his 
followers through revelation, also saw himself as the manager of a burgeoning faith. He 
therefore “restored” the priesthood power to all converted men and assigned them 
leadership positions to ensure that all administrative duties were handled, and to create a 
sense of involvement for (male) members beyond simple worship. Just as Smith viewed 
his own power as a revelator as important to the development of the faith, he also taught 
that individual members of the church may receive personal revelation by the power of 
the Holy Ghost. In the early days of the church, Smith and others close to him promoted 
the idea of personal revelation. It is recorded in the Doctrines and Covenant as follows: 
“Yea, behold, I will tell you in your mind and in your heart, by the Holy Ghost, which 
shall dwell in your heart. Now, behold, this is the spirit of revelation” (D&C 8:2–3). By 
giving power to the individual in the form of personal revelation and personal leadership, 
Smith was building strength of belief and of community. “No man,” he said, “can receive 
the Holy Ghost without receiving revelations. The Holy Ghost is a revelator” (Teachings 
of the Prophet Joseph Smith 1977:328). Over the years, members have sought personal 
revelation in order to know that the church is true and that the messages given by the 
                                                
27 This section is a summary historical account of the LDS church. In writing this piece, I relied on several 
academic sources (Bushman 2006; Mauss 1994; May 1980; Philips 1998; Shepherd and Shepherd 1984) as 
well as church published materials that I received during the course of my study. 
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authorities of the church are important to live by. As with revelation, Smith made 
leadership of the church something for all to be concerned with. There is no sitting back 
and taking in the messages given you without personal involvement. Rather, Smith and 
his successors have taught that members should work as leaders in their own right, 
accepting callings in order to be a part of the growth of the church. The demanding nature 
of LDS membership is a direct result of the early development of the church, its rapid 
growth through conversions, and the desire of Smith (and later Brigham Young) to create 
a Zion, or New Jerusalem, in the Americas.  
Part of the authenticity of the authority that members see in the LDS church 
leadership stems from its story of origin. The story, which begins with a fourteen-year-
old Joseph Smith (1805-1844) questioning the competing claims of the various churches 
in his upstate New York town, is one that helps to personalize the religion for members. 
Confused by the religious upheaval in his area (referred to as the “burned-over district”) 
during the Second Great Awakening and his parents’ indifference about religious 
participation, Smith prayed for guidance. He focused on James 1:5 (KJV): “If any of you 
lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraidth not; and it 
shall be given him.” At that point in his life, as the story is told, Smith did not feel that he 
fit in anywhere.  
After seeking advice in the form of prayers, Smith had what he described as a 
religious experience. The woods near his father’s farm, where he was kneeling, are now 
referred to as the Sacred Grove, and the event is known as the “First Vision.” Members of 
the church often travel to the grove (and other early sites associated with the church) in 
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order to “feel the spirit,” just as Smith had. The story tells of “two personages,” God the 
father and Jesus Christ, appearing to him. They told Smith that no church was correct, 
that they were all “corrupt,” and that he would soon know the “fullness of the gospel.” 
Although the First Vision is generally considered the most significant event in the origin 
story of the LDS church, Smith is said to have had many extraordinary religious 
experiences in the years that followed. In 1830, he published the Book of Mormon after a 
long and complicated transcription process (about which there remain many questions). 
By his own account, he received the book in the form of golden plates from an angel 
named Moroni, translating it only “by the gift and power of God” (Gardner 2011).28 It is 
said that during the translation process Smith received further visitations from John the 
Baptist and the apostles Peter, James, and John, who explained the priesthood authority 
that would need to be implemented in order to establish the restoration (May 2001). This 
authority has been central to the church’s power structure, further separating it from other 
faiths (especially Protestantism) and leading the way for the establishment of combined 
sources of religious authority.  
The narratives of Joseph Smith’s visions and early revelations are the foundation 
of this American religious tradition and the basis for the distinct doctrine of the church. 
For example, humans, angels, and Gods are of essentially the same species of physical 
beings, just in different stages of development. Human existence, then, involves passing 
through a pre-mortal world, a mortal world, and eventually into the kingdom of God. The 
                                                
28 There is not a lot of detail about the translation process but there has been some speculation that Smith 
used a seer stone and transcribed the plates in a hat using scribes (including his wife, Emma) to get the 
material down on paper. This is the story that is often told, and ridiculed, in popular media depictions of 
church history (as in the South Park episode referenced earlier).  
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doctrine of celestial marriage, which will be discussed in great detail later in this chapter, 
is part of the process from the pre-mortal world to the kingdom of God. The process, the 
doctrine states, is not complete until one is sealed to an eternal companion in the temple. 
This is known as the plan of salvation.  
The Book of Mormon was published in March of 1830. On April 6th of that same 
year, the church was officially organized. The LDS church is founded upon the principle 
that Christianity, as Jesus Christ and his followers had established it, had gone through an 
apostasy in which the original authority, the priesthood, was lost. Thus, Smith was said to 
have restored the Church of Jesus Christ. Today, that is exactly what members are 
testifying to when they state that they “know that the church is true.” Smith began to 
draw heavily from the Old Testament and over the course of the next several years 
established the City of Zion, introduced the practice of temple building (which is among 
the things the church is still famous for), instituted elaborate temple rituals, and put in 
place the practice of plural marriage. The church, which began as the Church of Christ 
(renamed in 1838 as the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints), was established 
with four of his disciples. Smith’s utilization of church members began right away, in the 
form of missionary work. Early missionary work was seen as the only way to build 
membership and restore the church. A number of Smith’s acquaintances believed firmly 
in his power as a modern day prophet, and left their homes to promote the messages of 
the Book of Mormon. Traveling mostly through newly settled farm areas, where the story 
of restoration and a new kingdom must have been resonant, Smith’s missionaries found 
themselves successful almost immediately. They found the most success in Northeastern 
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Ohio, where they preached to a number of congregations.  Soon there were more 
followers of the new faith in Ohio than in New York. 
  Exerting his prophetic power once again, in December of 1830 Smith announced 
a revelation that commanded members to migrate. Along with the roughly 70 members of 
the church in New York, Smith settled in Kirtland, Ohio, a few miles east of Cleveland, 
in 1831. Migrating even this short distance surely gave members a stronger sense of 
belonging to the newly founded religious tradition. It was then that the creation of the 
Mormon world was set in motion. Revelations from the prophet became more 
commonplace and followers waited to see what the next revelation, or direct message 
from God, might bring them, while also contributing in any way that they could to the 
growth of the church, mostly in the form of missionary work in Western Europe, Canada, 
and the Southern United States.  
Soon after settling in Ohio, in July 1831, Smith received another revelation, this 
time that the Saints should gather in Jackson County, Missouri. Missouri, however, 
became a difficult place for the Saints to live. Differing views on slavery led to violence, 
distrust, and hostility. The governor of the state at the time even ordered that Mormons be 
“exterminated or driven from the state” -- an order that was not formally rescinded until 
1976 (Hughes 2001). Eventually the Saints fled the area and arrived in Iowa and Illinois. 
Many new members entered the region upon conversion in England, Canada, and the 
United States, building up a new settlement called Nauvoo. There Latter-day Saints 
continued to develop a group identity and build the authority structure of the church, their 
group identity strengthened by the persecution they faced.  
    53 
In 1844, Smith and his closest followers began establishing a plan that would lead 
to a political kingdom of God – a theocracy. Smith, who had high hopes for the group 
and for himself, even went so far as to declare himself a candidate in the race for 
president, which James K. Polk eventually won. Following closely on the heels of 
Romney’s presidential campaign, some attention has recently been paid to Smith’s run as 
a third party candidate for president.  One prophecy even suggests that Mormons will 
someday have control of the White House (Denton 2012).  
In the early years, Mormons were happy to be perceived as peculiar, and did little 
to assimilate to surrounding cultures. With the goal of creating a Zion in the Americas 
always central to their plan, it did not seem important to develop relationships with those 
around them. This did not please their neighbors. And while problems had existed 
beforehand, a real turn took place when outsiders learned of the revelation of plural 
marriage, which was said to have been revealed to Smith in 1831 and was practiced by a 
select group of leaders of the church at the time. The news caused a great deal of 
controversy, igniting a series of events that led eventually to the arrest of Smith in June of 
1844. It was then, during his incarceration in a Carthage, Illinois jail, that Smith and his 
brother Hyrum were killed by an armed mob. 
  The death of Smith proved the LDS church to be as durable as was the authority 
structure that Smith took so much care to develop. Brigham Young (1801-1877), who 
was serving at the time as president of the Council of the Twelve Apostles, was able to 
gain the trust and confidence of church members, and quickly assumed leadership. It was 
Young who eventually led the group to what is now known as the Mormon Zion. By 
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keeping with the goal of creating a new Zion, he maintained the respect of many of the 
original followers of Smith, who were in many ways wedded to the idea of separating 
themselves from secular society by living outside of the establishment.  
 The creation of the New Zion involved a journey as epic as it is foundational in 
LDS lore. Roughly ten to fifteen thousand people followed Brigham Young to a place 
known at the time as Upper California in Mexican territory. By July 1847, the “pioneers” 
had arrived in the Salt Lake Valley. The idea of the Exodus or “the trek” epitomized by 
the story has become deeply embedded in the collective memory of Latter-day Saints and 
is often the narrative that links one member to another. Indeed, many of my respondents 
referred to themselves as having pioneer ancestries or “polygamists on both sides.” I 
heard stories of great great-grandparents towing a piano cross-country, playing whenever 
possible along the way, and stories of babies being born on wagons that refused to stop 
for a laboring mother. Stories of sacrifice and heroism are often associated with this time, 
leading many members to believe that they, as a people, are strong by heritage (May 
2001). Some suggest that the experience has been romanticized and sentimentalized to 
some extent, used too often as an example of the power of God (Bushman 2006). 
Once settled in the Salt Lake Valley, Brigham Young began to organize the 
church in a way that would have lasting effects on its members, on the church itself, and 
even on the nation. He took Smith’s ideas about church organization, culture, and 
conversion beyond anything Smith might have imagined. Young assisted in the 
immigration of converts and provided supplies to members, including farm implements 
and other necessities, a significant endeavor considering the thousands pouring into the 
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sacred land from abroad. Brigham Young also promoted education and work for all, 
including women, which at the time was unheard of. Latter-day Saint women, especially 
those in plural marriages, were among the first in the United States to work outside the 
home, a practice encouraged by Young, not because he was especially concerned with 
women’s rights, but because he wanted to ensure the success of the newly colonized 
region, and there simply were not enough men to do all the jobs necessary (Bushman 
2010). Because of the strict rules about modesty, many Mormon women were sent to 
medical school in other parts of the nation to be trained as doctors for the female 
members of the church.  
While the Mormon Church was busy establishing itself as a new religion in the 
Great Basin, so too was Mormon culture under construction. The Mormon settlement, 
which began in Salt Lake City and eventually spread to the north and south, quickly 
became a hub for the Mormon Church. Living and working together and sharing their 
faith there created strong communal bonds among the Saints, while doctrine and other 
church policies connected members further and began to “nurture a provincial and 
religious self-consciousness into an incipient ethnicity” (May 2001:53). It was not long 
before a distinctly Mormon culture was born. Established first as a territory, then as a 
state, Utah continued to grow as a Mormon hub. Its success is thought to be the result of 
missionary messages that included emphasis on removing oneself from all worldly 
influences and the promotion of Zion as a gathering place. The idea was that once 
concentrated in one geographical area, Mormons could be taught to reinforce one another 
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in their efforts to live the Law of Consecration and Stewardship (which stressed self-
sufficiency and simplicity of living) and other celestial laws.  
According to Dean May (2001), Young’s intentions were not just to grow the 
piety of the people, but to develop a distinct tradition that would provide a separate 
worldview from that of other Americans. Since the days of Brigham Young’s church, 
Latter-day Saints have kept up their connections to the region that Young and the early 
Saints thought of as Zion. Utah--especially Salt Lake City--has retained its sacred value 
for members of the church. The church headquarters is there, in Temple Square, which 
also houses a visitor center; one of the first and more elaborate temples; the conference 
center; church libraries; museums; and, most recently, a church-owned mall. Nearby in 
Utah Valley (or Happy Valley, as it is sometimes called), Brigham Young University sits 
snuggly nestled in the curve of the Wasatch Mountains. The University, which is one of 
three sponsored universities in the United States, draws students from all over the country 
and around the world. Given its deep roots in Mormon history, it makes sense that Utah 
should have become the homeland for Mormons and for Mormon culture. As a majority 
religion in the area, members often police each other’s behavior (Phillips 1998).29 
Church history is full of changes made to the organizational structure (mostly to 
accommodate a growing church), the promotion of a particular Mormon culture (mostly 
to avoid the acceptance of secular ideologies), and the protection of a certain 
understanding of Mormon history (to protect the church’s image), but much of what 
                                                
29 Zion, then, is quite functional for the Mormon community. It has, for all intents and purposes, become a 
portable experience. Members, no matter their actual geographical location, identify themselves with the 
notion of Zion, acting as if they lived in Zion. This keeps members highly embedded in the Mormon 
culture and interested in the preservation of that cultural world. 
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occurs today is in line with the thinking of Joseph Smith in the first fourteen years of the 
church’s history. This is not to say that the church has not changed over the years. On the 
contrary, as Armand Mauss (1994) has pointed out, the church spent the first half of the 
20th century assimilating into mainstream America, followed by an effort to de-
assimilate -- a process he calls retrenchment. Retrenchment he defines as an effort to 
prove the church and its members to be unique (or “peculiar”) and to distinguish 
Mormonism from mainstream and Evangelical Protestantism. And indeed, at times the 
larger culture has reinforced such a separation (for instance, in the expulsion of Mormons 
from secular communities in the early years of the church).  
Today the distinctiveness of Mormon culture is established in myriad ways. By 
creating specific rites of passage such as baptism (which occurs at age eight), the mission 
(typically at age 19 or 21), and the sealing of marital partners to one another, the church 
creates a “different” kind of person, one who can be recognized easily as a Mormon.30 
Equipped with such detailed and concrete symbols of faith, members develop an all-or-
nothing understanding of their religious beliefs. By entering the Mormon world and 
accepting it whole-heartedly they attempt to ensure salvation. 
Considering the distinctiveness of Mormon culture today--especially Mormon 
culture in Utah--it seems as though Brigham Young succeeded in his efforts to create a 
uniquely Mormon sense of “piety.” Since the days of Smith and Young, Mormon cultural 
expression has become a significant part of contemporary Mormon identity. There are 
                                                
30 There are, then, several different kinds of cultural markers that exist for Latter-day Saints, among them 
rites of passage, visible symbols and behaviors, comprehensive doctrinal systems, and totalistic modes of 
commitment.  Together, they become what Kanter (1972) referred to as “commitment mechanisms.” 
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many ways in which Mormons stand out from other people in society. Along with music, 
dance, art, and architecture, some point out the importance of the Mormon Tabernacle 
choir to Mormon culture, a source of great local pride in Utah, others the distinct 
architectural qualities of the Mormon temple. These special structures, which are 
reserved for the most faithful members--those deemed “worthy” by general authorities--
and within which the most sacred rituals take place, are often lavishly decorated. Filled 
with floor-to-ceiling mural covered walls, the celestial room is itself among the most 
ornate rooms of all. By contrast, local church buildings, or “meetinghouses,” tend to be 
plain and practical, most of them identical in layout and design. Plans for the 
meetinghouses include a chapel for worship (often referred to as the sacrament room), a 
gymnasium, several classrooms (used for various Sunday school classes, priesthood 
meetings, and Relief Society meetings, as well as for children’s groups), a fully equipped 
kitchen, a library, and in some cases a chapel for small children. The only thing that 
makes these buildings distinguishable as churches is a simple sign, usually of stone, that 
reads “The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Visitors Welcome.” 
  Today, Latter-day Saints continue to be deeply affected by the routinization of 
the church and the culture that has grown out of the religious institution itself. The church 
preaches the power of prophetic and personal revelation and members’ faith in modern-
day prophets continues to grow. So strong is their belief that most members believe the 
prophet to have a direct connection to God (Vogel 2004). Great import is also placed on 
the doctrine of celestial marriage and eternal families (Holman and Harding 1996). In the 
next section, I outline what it means to be a Mormon today and how the Mormon world 
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continues to be constructed by the church and promoted by the Mormon culture that has 
grown out of it. 
The Making of a Mormon 
Latter-day Saints often describe the fact of their participation in the LDS church 
as essential to their identity. Much of what they know about how to be a Mormon comes 
from their families and the culture that surrounds them, but, thanks to the amount of time 
members spend in the service each week, the church and its leaders are also instrumental 
in assimilating members into the Mormon world. The service, which takes place during a 
three-hour block on Sundays (a duration decided upon after some rearranging in the 
1970s), begins with the sacrament meeting, a 70-minute service held in the chapel of the 
meetinghouse. Adults, teens, and children of all ages worship together at this meeting. As 
a result, and despite the fact that parents are always working to teach their children how 
to sit reverently, it tends to be a noisy experience. During sacrament meetings, members 
sing songs of worship, partake of the sacrament, listen to talks given by members of the 
congregation, (occasionally) listen to special musical numbers, and take care of ward 
business (announcements about upcoming activities and changes to their responsibilities 
at the church).31  
During the second and third hours of the service, members are divided by gender 
and age. Children 18 months to three years old are provided with a nursery they can 
attend. In the nursery each week, the children have snacks, sing songs, listen to story 
                                                
31 In the LDS church, the sacrament refers to the ordinance of partaking of bread and water in remembrance 
of Christ’s atoning sacrifice. The broken bread represents his broken flesh; the water represents the blood 
that he shed to atone for human beings’ sins. This is different from the Catholic’s belief in 
transubstantiation.  
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time, learn lessons about various principles of the gospel, and, of course, play. Children 
ages three to eleven attend “primary” for the last two hours. In this meeting, children get 
to put on part of the program, presenting talks they have prepared, singing, praying, and 
reciting scriptures, activities that will prepare them for adulthood in the church. During 
the second half of primary, children are separated by age and taught Sunday school 
lessons, just as their parents are.  
For youth ages 12 to18, and all the men and women in the ward, the second hour 
is spent in Sunday school. The adults learn together, while the teenagers are usually 
separated into two or three classes by age group. Each year, the lessons focus on a 
particular book of scripture, and are the same lessons given around the world. The 
teachers are ward members who are called on to prepare a lesson each week and present 
it to the class. During the last hour, girls ages12 to18 attend Young Women, women over 
the age of 18 meet together in Relief Society, and all boys and men ages 12 and over 
meet in Priesthood. Priesthood begins with a short opening meeting including 
announcements, prayer, and song, followed by separate lessons for teenagers and adults. 
The structure of the meeting serves to create and reinforce important elements of the 
Mormon worldview. Differences between genders are glorified, the centrality of scripture 
is emphasized, leadership is promoted, and all learn to testify their faith. 
Church headquarters (located in Salt Lake City) dictates most of what happens in 
Sunday meetings in wards around the world. Lessons are scripted, so that a lesson taught 
in a Relief Society or Priesthood meeting in a ward in New England is also the same 
being taught in a ward in northern Utah and even Lima, Peru. Variations obviously occur, 
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but only because of the unavoidable diversity of the teacher, and even then, steps are 
taken to ensure that lessons are taught as similarly as possible. Manuals are provided for 
members who may wish to focus on the teachings of particular past presidents and 
gospel/doctrine messages, while the lessons themselves can be found on the church’s 
easy-to-navigate website. For each lesson, ideas for opening comments are provided, as 
are passages to read and questions to ask. The only true variation allowed in church 
meetings is that which occurs during the sacrament meeting.  
Once members have taken the sacrament and sung preselected hymns, individual 
members are asked to give “talks” on assigned topics. Topics are decided upon by the 
bishopric, which chooses from a set list provided by leaders in Salt Lake. These talks, 
which are similar to talks given by general authorities in the general conference, usually 
begin with some sort of anecdote, as members link their own experiences to the day’s 
topic. Scripture readings are incorporated into the talk but none are assigned per se. Each 
of the three or four talks given at a meeting ends with the bearing of a testimony. 
Officially, to bear one’s testimony means to express one’s knowledge of the power of the 
Holy Ghost, the truth of the gospel, and the belief in Joseph Smith as the One True 
Prophet. Members bear testimonies often, especially in sacrament meetings, in other 
church meetings, and when working in the mission field. My respondents often bore their 
testimonies to me during the course of our interview. When asked about it, they explained 
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that it was a way to confirm their faith to themselves and others, but especially to the 
Heavenly Father.32  
Once a month, members are invited to bear their testimonies on Fast Sunday. 
Though more autonomy is allowed them on these days, the emotionally charged meetings 
are almost never comfortable for members, who sit silent and awkward in the pews, 
waiting for the next bearer to step to the stage. On some occasions, I saw members sitting 
in the pews crying. Sometimes the tears continued to fall as they walked on stage to share 
their struggles. Other times their emotions seemed to overwhelm them, and they stayed 
seated rather than bear testimony. Still, despite the air of autonomy at these meetings, like 
other meetings of the day, sacrament meetings are highly structured and well organized 
by the church. Even testimonies from Fast Sunday rely on ritualistic practice and almost 
always stay within the confines of church rhetoric.  
 Lessons about the church, its beliefs, and important practices begin very early on 
as children enter into “nursery.” Delivering their children to the nursery before Sunday 
school, Relief Society, or Priesthood meetings becomes a sort of rite of passage for 
parents, who, after toting a child around through meeting after meeting for 18 months, 
take the opportunity to celebrate in a way by becoming more deeply involved themselves 
in the lessons given by Sunday school teachers and Relief Society or Priesthood teachers. 
Sarah Reed, one of my respondents from New England, recounted her first Sunday 
without [Louise], her youngest child: 
                                                
32 Heavenly Father is the name used for God by most Latter-day Saints. He is referred to in LDS scripture 
as the Supreme Being, the Ultimate Creator, and the Ruler and Preserver of all things. In Doctrine and 
Covenants 130, which states that the Father and the Son may appear personally to men (as they did to 
Joseph Smith), God is said to have “a body of flesh and bones as tangible as man’s” (D&C 130:22). This 
detail makes the LDS view of God quite different from that of other Christian notions. 
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It was such a joyous day. I was worried about her but I knew [Lila, her sister] 
would be with her…It was so freeing to walk into Relief Society with only 
scripture in my hand. I actually heard and understood the day’s lesson. 
 
During my time observing family wards in New England and Utah, I witnessed many 
families go through this transitional stage. Transitioning to nursery seemed an exciting 
experience for the parents involved. It was not unusual to see a mother who had recently 
dropped off her toddler at nursery sitting in the front row, looking highly engaged, or 
taking on more duties in the church. 
 During their time in the nursery, teachers who are “called” to their positions keep 
children busy. It is at this time that they begin to learn the basic principles of the church. 
They have lessons on how to pray, crossing their little arms across their chests just as 
their parents do. This is a signature way to pray in the Mormon Church – arms crossed 
high over the chest with the head bowed. And this is only the beginning of the church’s 
efforts to discipline the bodies of its members. Later in their lives, members are taught to 
avoid “sexual sins,” but even in this early stage, children are taught to be modest, to 
“respect” their bodies, and to maintain a clean and healthy appearance (Kay 1997; 
Proctor 2003). They also learn to sing together, which is another important part of 
Mormon culture. The songs they are taught serve to introduce them to messages they will 
continue to hear throughout their adult lives. The children’s words and thoughts are also 
disciplined as they learn to bear testimonies, a practice that builds a lasting feeling of 
connection to the church. Many of my respondents remember their first experiences 
bearing testimony. During our interview, Robert Oaks recounted his first time at the 
pulpit bearing testimony, saying, 
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I remember my mom and my two brothers standing near the first set of chairs, 
very close to me. I was so short that the microphone was pointed straight down 
toward the floor. I laughed as I started to say, “I know the church is true…” I 
remember feeling embarrassed later because I thought people wouldn’t believe 
my testimony because I laughed.  
 
Perhaps the most important pedagogical approach used by the church and teachers 
of its early religious education classes is that of teaching principles and doctrine through 
song. As Heider and Warner (2010) have said, singing together creates a shared identity 
that “cross-cuts other, often conflicting, identities” (76). Though conflicting identities 
probably do not yet exist for these young children, developing a collective identity early 
by singing songs like “Thanks to Our Father” and “We Bow Our Heads” helps to ensure 
that members are retained. Perhaps the most relevant for my study on Mormon dating, the 
lyrics of the song “I Love to See the Temple” were recited to me more than once by 
respondents. The song is about the young Mormon’s desire to be found worthy enough to 
go to the temple: 
I love to see the temple.  
I’m going there someday  
To feel the Holy Spirit,  
To listen and to pray.   
For the temple is a house of God,  
A place of love and beauty.  
I’ll prepare myself while I am young;  
This is my sacred duty. 
I love to see the temple.  
I’ll go inside someday.  
I’ll cov’nant with my Father;  
I’ll promise to obey.  
For the temple is a holy place  
Where we are sealed together.  
As a child of God,  
I’ve learned this truth:  
A fam’ly is forever. 
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The last line of the song is perhaps the most influential in the lives of members; the 
maxim “A family is forever” is meant to help younger followers learn the most important 
aspect of the church – the eternal family. Etched as they are into the memories of many 
members, the words of this song and others help to dictate their behavior. 
 The lifelong Mormon education continues into the preteen and teen years in the 
form of auxiliary groups separating boys and girls.33 Gender complementarity is, then, 
promoted early and often. According to the church, the purpose of the Young Women’s 
organization is to help each young woman to feel worthy, to make and to keep sacred 
covenants, and to receive the ordinances of the temple. During their time in this 
organization, little girls are taught to fantasize about marrying good and virtuous return 
missionaries. The Young Men’s organization promotes the growth and development of 
each young man through quorum instruction, quorum activities, and combined Aaronic 
Priesthood/Young Women’s organization activities. The Young Men’s organization 
strengthens the work of the Aaronic Priesthood, the first of the two levels of priesthood. 
The priesthood, which is considered to hold the power and authority of God, is granted to 
worthy male members of the church. The Young Men’s organization is more than that, 
though, in that it teaches young men that being worthy and serving a mission are the first 
steps toward manhood, and the fulfillment of their roles as husbands, fathers, and 
providers (Bushman 2006). Although much of the group’s time together is spent focusing 
on these ideas, the Young Men’s organization is primarily the place where Mormon boys 
learn to be leaders in the church and in their families, where they are taught to “serve 
                                                
33 See Appendix II for a visual representation of the education system in the church. 
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faithfully in priesthood callings and fulfill the responsibilities of priesthood offices,” 
“give meaningful service,” and “prepare and live worthily to receive the Melchizedek 
Priesthood and temple ordinances.”  Such an experience is quite different from that of the 
young woman, whose organization has as its goal not the promotion of leadership, but the 
understanding, among girls, of their positions as wife and mother in the church and home. 
 Many of my respondents had particularly fond memories of their experiences in 
young men’s and young women’s groups. They recalled making close personal 
friendships with kids their age and bonding with teachers and group leaders. These 
relationships introduced into their lives a social element that reinforced the ideas and 
practices of the church.34 Men and women alike recounted stories of camping trips, beach 
visits, museum outings, sporting events, and dances. Most recognized the importance of 
these groups -- and their leaders -- in their development of a religious identity and their 
understanding of themselves as young adults. This was especially true for those who 
grew up in the mission field, where there were fewer church members with which 
teenagers could connect. Their experiences in these “sheltering enclaves,” a common 
feature of sectarian religious traditions, made the time they spent in such activities more 
valuable to them personally and increased their level of commitment (Ammerman 2013: 
16). It is here that ideas about what it means to be a man or a woman, a husband or a 
wife, are established, and, through emphasis placed on the role of men and women in the 
                                                
34 Much has been written about the importance of having a sense of belonging and affective commitment, 
both of which are dimensions of organizational identification. The kinds of educational and social activities 
that take place in the LDS church ensure organizational commitment. Members are attached to the church, 
and not just because of faith or belief, but because of their identification with the values and goals of the 
church. As a result, they are willing to exert extra effort on its behalf. Childhood memories like the ones 
described here create effective commitment and an emotional attachment (Kanter 1972; Meyer and Allen 
1997). 
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teens’ lives at the time, that concepts of masculinity and femininity are constructed. It is 
also here that mate selection is explicitly discussed and an ideal type drafted in the minds 
of young men and especially young women.  
 The church has invested a great deal of its time and energy into social scientific 
research on socialization and the lifecycle (Duke 1998), and has determined that the 
teenage years are the most important in the lives of its members. It is at this point that 
members report questioning their faith, exploring their sexuality, and putting their worth 
in jeopardy. Thus a proactive approach is taken: the church has developed many 
programs for this age group. In addition to young men’s and young women’s groups, 
teens also meet daily in “seminary” during the academic school year to study scripture. In 
locations where church membership is high, seminary is built into the school day or held 
just after school, making the school day and the church experience seamless. But for the 
most part, and especially in those areas where membership is low (New England, for 
one), seminary is held very early in the morning before school. While conducting my 
observation of wards in New England, I was invited to attend several sessions of 
seminary. On the first day I was to observe, I drove to a ward member’s home while it 
was still dark. Upon my arrival the seminary teacher welcomed me. Young men and 
women alike, ranging in age from 14 to 18, sat around a table in a beautiful dining room 
poring over scriptures, occasionally giggling to each other and with the teacher. The 
atmosphere was one of seriousness but also comfort. Chatting occurred as frequently as 
did serious conversation. Exchanges ranged from the struggles of the Nephite people 
during a war against the attacking Lamanite nation (a reference from the Book of Alma in 
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the Book of Mormon) to what Halloween costumes would be worn to the annual ward 
“trunk-or-treat” party to early admissions acceptances to BYU. It was clear that there 
existed within the group varying levels of commitment to the scripture mastery promoted 
by the teacher and by the church. One young woman sat quietly the entire time but was 
able to recite Alma 24 (from the Book of Mormon) entirely without mistake. Another 
student, a young man, sat slumped in his chair wearing basketball shorts and a tee-shirt 
and only laughed when it was his turn to recite. Instead of reprimanding the young man, 
the teacher simply made a comment about how important knowledge of the scripture is 
when on a mission. The seminary program obviously has several goals, but seemed in 
this situation to provide Mormon kids, who face the challenge every day of being a 
religious minority in a very secular state, with a place to feel normal.35  
  Like seminary and other church-run programs, Camp EFY (Especially for Youth) 
provides a space where teens can go to feel truly a part of the Mormon world. A program 
meant to encourage, assist, and guide youth participants (ages 14 to18) as they strive to 
“come unto Christ,” the goal of EFY is to help young members develop themselves 
spiritually, physically, intellectually, and socially. Camping programs like EFY take 
place primarily in North America and, like other summer camps, rely on fun activities to 
teach lessons. They are often held at universities and supervised by young adult 
counselors (between the ages of 20 and 25) considered to be positive role models for the 
youth. Variety shows, dances, devotionals, and “firesides” are just a few of the activities 
                                                
35 According to the church website, “The objective of seminary is to help youth understand and rely on the 
teachings and Atonement of Jesus Christ, qualify for the blessings of the temple, and prepare themselves, 
their families, and others for eternal life with their Father in Heaven” (seminary.lds.org). 
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in which young members engage. For some these experiences are life changing. Michael 
Ahearn spoke during our interview of how EFY impacted his life: 
It’s a chance for kids like me who didn’t grow up in Utah to go and spend a week 
with kids that are your age, share your values, your...for me, it was like, “Wait a 
minute….”  I made a friend; he was the star basketball player of his high school. 
He was this really good kid, but at the same time, he lifted my standards a little, I 
believe. And all of the sudden I realized there are other people out there like me, 
and that it was cool to be good. It was cool to live my religion. And I remember 
coming home from that when I was 16 a new human being, and my parents will 
tell you that, too...  It was the best $300 they ever spent. I came home and all of 
the sudden I wanted to be good. I guess you could say that was when I had a 
testimony that if the whole world burned, and my parents left the church, and 
everyone said that I was crazy, I was going to do this for myself. I was going to 
do this because this made me whole. And it didn’t matter anymore. Outside 
influences disappeared; I now had my own conversion, you know? It was no 
longer religion that I was born into; it was a religion that I chose. 
 
Michael’s account of his experience at EFY indicates that he attached meaning to 
it beyond that which his family had instilled in him, and that through that meaning his 
religious world view was strengthened. In addition to the social and educational spaces 
provided Mormon teens by the church, there is also a clearly written pamphlet, “For the 
Strength of Youth,” that discusses issues they may face in their young lives. The text 
focuses primarily on fulfilling Latter-day Saints’ duties to God (again focusing on 
obedience), but it also states explicitly the church’s stance on topics such as family, 
friends, music and dancing, and repentance. It is here that the church sets down its ideas 
about the critical importance of dating and sexual purity. And while for most American 
teenagers so authoritative a text would likely be met with resistance, most of my Mormon 
respondents mentioned “For the Strength of Youth” and the significance it played in their 
lives. A young woman named Rebecca Reynolds said, “My parents are good people but 
they didn’t like talking about things like sex, drugs, R-rated movies, you know stuff like 
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that. I mean they said, “Don’t do it” but they didn’t really explain why. “For the Strength 
of Youth” told me why and why not. It gave me reasons to be good.” 
When teens “age out” of young men’s and young women’s groups their education 
does not stop. Instead, they enter into Relief Society or Priesthood auxiliary groups. The 
Relief Society, an educational women’s organization founded by Joseph Smith’s wife 
Emma Smith in 1842, is an important organization in the church and has been through 
many changes in its history. The Priesthood is similar to the Relief Society in that it 
shares the same lessons, but the purpose of the group is quite different, the Priesthood 
emphasizing leadership in the home and at church, and the Relief Society service to 
others. Theological explanations for gender difference create separate spaces for men and 
women in the church. Women are expected to focus on service to others (that is, to 
remain wedded to relational aspects of society), while men are considered worldlier, 
more “logical,” and, ultimately, more prepared for leadership.  
The transition from young women’s and young men’s groups to Relief Society or 
Priesthood is not the only important transition to take place when the Mormon teen enters 
into adulthood. It is at this time that young members of the church begin to make 
decisions about their future, including whether they want to go to college, to attend a 
church school or a secular school, to go on a mission, and to be married. The church 
promotes all of these things through the educational system. Brigham Young Universities 
(in Utah, Idaho, and Hawaii) offer young members an opportunity to be part of a majority 
culture and ensures that the church has a way to continue educating (and influencing) 
them on all matters. All young members, whether in school at a church-sponsored 
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university or not, are encouraged to attend Institute of Religion classes, simply referred to 
as “institute.” Institutes of Religion offer religious education classes for young single 
adults and university students. Classes are often run out of ordinary church 
meetinghouses, but in buildings adjacent to colleges or universities. The Church 
Educational System professionally directs the Institutes of Religion, just as it does the 
three BYUs and the seminary program. These programs are considered important to the 
lives of young adults. Joanne Ryan, a Latter-day Saint from New England, was 
adamantly opposed to attending BYU because she viewed herself as “not that kind of 
Mormon.” Though she was a devoted member of the church who reported having a 
strong testimony and a family that was deeply rooted in the Mormon community, her 
desire was to get “a balanced education.” Her father, however, only allowed her to attend 
the school she chose in the Midwest because it had an institute program. For Joanne’s 
father, institute was a way to ensure that his daughter’s religious conviction did not waver 
while attending school in the mission field.  
From nursery to BYU, Institutes of Religion to Relief Society, Latter-day Saints 
are surrounded by Mormon teachings, Mormon friends, and Mormon culture throughout 
their lives. Even if church leadership has adapted its teachings on topics such as race, 
other religions, plural marriage, and the church’s role in American society, it has 
maintained a stronghold on the religious experiences of its members. Members learn 
about “their” church and “their” beliefs through this highly organized hierarchical 
structure. Its structure is not, however, the only aspect of the church that has led to its 
establishment of a Mormon world. In the next section, I argue that without the foundation 
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provided by the doctrines and teachings of the church, members would be unlikely to 
possess the same level of commitment. Belief in prophecy, revelation, visions, Zion, the 
restoration of the true church, priesthood authority, pre-mortal life, personal deification, 
temple work, the word of wisdom, celestial marriage, and the eternal family not only 
serves to distinguish Mormons from the rest of society, but solidifies boundaries and 
membership and clearly defines what it means to be LDS. 
Unique Doctrine 
 In this section, I examine the unique doctrine of the LDS church. Though this 
sectarian religious community does share many similarities with Protestant 
denominations, there are aspects of the church that depart in significant ways from other 
Christian ideas. Most notable is the doctrine of celestial marriage. This theological 
emphasis on marriage and relationships results in a distinctive dating experience for 
Mormons. I argue here that the structure and doctrine of the church are what allow this 
particular religious tradition to maintain a distinctly Mormon worldview. The doctrine 
and teachings of the church provide a foundation for members and an ideology to live by, 
while the social structure ensures that the ideology is established in the lives of members, 
replicated and, most importantly, maintained. There is no clear causality – both are 
necessary. 
Foundational Beliefs 
  From the earliest days of the church, doctrine has been of utmost importance to 
its members. Joseph Smith’s early accounts of the angel Moroni and his ability to 
translate the Book of Mormon were seen as modern day miracles and among the main 
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reasons for the rapid growth of the church in its early years. There are (and always have 
been) variations in members’ levels of commitment to the LDS church, but for the most 
part they have remained notably orthodox in both belief and practice. Some scholars have 
described Mormons as fundamentalist in their thinking and suggested that the Mormon 
Church itself had a hand in this development (Mauss 1994; O. Kendall White 2005). This 
thinking, Mauss suggests, comes from the retrenchment away from assimilation and back 
into peculiarity.  
The LDS church has a group of distinctive doctrines and teachings: there is no 
definitive formulation of Mormon religious belief. The most fundamental tenet, the belief 
in the revelation from God to Joseph Smith and his successors, requires that doctrine be 
open-ended as more scripture may be forthcoming. Joseph Smith condemned strict 
formulations, which he thought restricted the reception of truth (Bushman 2006),36 
making the claim that Latter-day Saints had no creed. He suggested that true principles 
would manifest themselves from time to time. For this reason Mormons believe deeply in 
divine revelation and the president of the church is understood to be a prophetic leader. 
Faith is in a person rather than in specific ideas, and is not doctrinally mandated, so long 
as that person does not stray too far from what has previously been accepted as true. 
In a similar vein, Mormons believe that every person may seek and receive 
revelation to guide their own lives. Inspiration comes in answers to prayers. Over the 
course of my research, many of my respondents spoke of individual revelation. One 
                                                
36 Receiving revelation is a vital and distinctive part of the LDS religious experience. The church itself 
makes a distinction between personal revelation and revelation to the church. Revelation comes to a worthy 
individual through prayer and is seen as a gift. Revelation to the church comes from the living prophet by 
the same means. 
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woman expressed anxiety over her husband’s desire to move to New Mexico to start a 
new business. The way she coped with the issue was to pray and wait for an answer 
suggesting that a move of this sort was the right decision for her family. She said, 
We had prayed together about it. He got the answer and I didn’t get an answer. 
And I was like, wait a minute, I count too…. So in April while he was gone I 
opened up my scriptures and it was...just for a random place. Doctrine and 
Covenants. And it said, “There are more treasures that await you in this city then 
whatever.” And I was just like, oh my gosh. Thank you. Now I can go and go, you 
know what... It was a whole passage. It was line after line, it was like... And I was 
really happy to get that revelation because it’s a huge thing to commit. To [start a 
business] and lay down roots in a city you don’t love. So I was happy to get that. 
Because he was feeling pressure like I’m dragging my wife to this place…  
Revelation can also come from places other than scripture reading and prayer, including 
everyday conversation with friends, family, or Heavenly Father, and can provide answers 
to small dilemmas as well as large ones. An 86 year old Mormon woman I once spoke to 
for a different project, told me a story about her need to move a plant from one place in 
her apartment to another, no small feat considering her advanced age.  She asked God for 
guidance and he revealed to her that she should use a piece of cardboard to make the 
move. When she described this experience to me, it was clear that she interpreted the 
message as a revelation. It strengthened her belief in the church and in revelation. 
  In the beginning, the beliefs and practices of the LDS church looked similar to 
those of other Christian faiths. In 1842, when the church was only twelve years old, 
Joseph Smith wrote “The Articles of Faith.” Many of the beliefs now considered basic to 
the faith are left out, but the Articles remain the closest thing to a complete list there is. 
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The Articles of Faith 
1. We believe in God, the Eternal Father, and in His Son, Jesus Christ, and in the 
Holy Ghost. 
2. We believe that men will be punished for their own sins, and not for Adam’s 
transgression. 
3. We believe that through the Atonement of Christ, all mankind may be saved, 
by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the Gospel. 
4. We believe that the first principles and ordinances of the Gospel are: first, 
Faith in the Lord Jesus Christ; second, Repentance; third, Baptism by 
immersion for the remission of sins; fourth, Laying on of hands for the gift of 
the Holy Ghost. 
5. We believe that a man must be called of God, by prophecy, and by the laying 
on of hands by those who are in authority, to preach the Gospel and 
administer in the ordinances thereof. 
6. We believe in the same organization that existed in the Primitive Church, 
namely, apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers, evangelists, and so forth. 
7. We believe in the gift of tongues, prophecy, revelation, visions, healing, 
interpretation of tongues, and so forth. 
8. We believe the Bible to be the word of God as far as it is translated correctly; 
we also believe the Book of Mormon to be the word of God. 
9. We believe all that God has revealed, all that He does now reveal, and we 
believe that He will yet reveal many great and important things pertaining to 
the Kingdom of God. 
10. We believe in the literal gathering of Israel and in the restoration of the Ten 
Tribes; that Zion (the New Jerusalem) will be built upon the American 
continent; that Christ will reign personally upon the earth; and, that the earth 
will be renewed and receive its paradisiacal glory. 
11. We claim the privilege of worshiping Almighty God according to the dictates 
of our own conscience, and allow all men the same privilege, let them worship 
how, where, or what they may. 
12. We believe in being subject to kings, presidents, rulers, and magistrates, in 
obeying, honoring, and sustaining the law. 
13. We believe in being honest, true, chaste, benevolent, virtuous, and in doing 
good to all men; indeed, we may say that we follow the admonition of Paul-
We believe all things, we hope all things, we have endured many things, and 
hope to be able to endure all things. If there is anything virtuous, lovely, or of 
good report or praiseworthy, we seek after these things.  
 
Note that the first seven articles identify the Mormon Church as a Christian religion while 
articles eight through ten set it apart.  Mormons believe that Jesus Christ took on the sins 
of mortal man but do not consider themselves burdened by original sin as Christians do.  
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Like Christians, they believe in the Second Coming of Christ and are taught the 
importance of preparing themselves for that day (McDannell and Lang 1988). Unlike 
Christians, they believe in a “plan of salvation” or “plan of happiness” in which members 
are reunited with their families after death. 
The plan, as it is explained in missionary lessons and in the temple, describes 
every person on Earth as a child of God. Humans, it is said, reside with God before they 
enter Earth, where they receive bodies by which to prove their worthiness. After death 
they are not only united to their families on Earth, but have the potential for eternal 
relationships. The concept is known as the eternal family. 
  Important doctrines in the church play a significant role in dictating practice. In 
1833, a revelation led to the Word of Wisdom, a doctrine that became a health code of 
sorts. A commandment to abstain from the use and misuse of tobacco, alcohol, tea, 
coffee, and drugs followed (though many argue that caffeine is a misinterpretation), the 
doctrine also emphasizes eating healthy foods and wearing undergarments. These dietary 
and clothing standards have become the clearest boundary between members of the 
church and those who are either not members or who are not worthy members.  
As in other churches, tithing is expected of all members. In the LDS church, ten 
percent of a person’s earnings are tithed to the church. Paying tithing is a prerequisite to 
getting a temple recommend, and the temple recommend is a fundamental certification of 
one’s worthiness.37 Most people in my sample referred to their tithing as simply 
                                                
37 In the LDS church, one is allowed to enter the temple only if deemed a worthy member. In order to enter 
the temple, she must be a baptized member of the church for at least a year. Before her entrance, she must 
undergo a worthiness interview with her bishop. The bishop asks questions  about her testimony of Jesus 
Christ, the Heavenly Father, Joseph Smith, and the church. She is asked about her success with the law of 
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something that needs to be done. One respondent said that tithing was not a burden to her 
and her family because “everything always works out” and they “always had the things 
[they] needed.” 
  Members are taught morality, as well. They are taught to be honest, to have 
integrity, to be obedient, and to remain abstinent before marriage. Fidelity to one’s 
partner is promoted. They are taught to oppose adultery, abortion, abuse, pornography, 
and gambling, all of which are considered sinful acts. Members (both men and women) 
are taught to get an adequate education, to save money, to avoid debt, to store a year’s 
worth of food, to conserve fuel.  Preparation is emphasized on many levels. Essentially, 
they are expected to avoid vices, pursue virtues that the society at large agrees are 
virtuous, and pursue additional virtues unique to Mormons. 
  Many of these teachings come from the four books that Mormons rely upon. The 
Mormon canon is the Bible, the Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl 
of Great Price. The Book of Mormon is a religious history with many characters and 
spanning more than 1000 years. The book has caused a great deal of controversy for the 
church, as many people do not understand how or where Joseph Smith obtained it. Still, 
members consider the Book of Mormon their most sacred text. Doctrine and Covenants is 
a collection of 138 revelations and is considered an open canon. The Pearl of Great Price 
is an anthology of short works generally accepted as scripture. All are used regularly in 
                                                                                                                                            
chastity, her honesty, her devotion to tithings, and her commitment to the word of wisdom. She must then 
confess her sins. Only if she is deemed worthy by a bishop will she be given a temple recommend, which is 
necessary to enter the temple. 
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church services, family home evenings, missionary work, and everyday prayer and 
scripture reading. 
The Eternal Family 
The “chosen ones,” as Mormons believe themselves to be, often point to one 
particular doctrine as being central to their understanding of themselves as members of 
the church. The concept of the eternal family is not original to the LDS church; many 
religious traditions believe that families can unite again in heaven, though there exists 
little orthodox theology to back up the Christian folk belief. The LDS church makes the 
idea their own by establishing requirements for entrance into heaven. Being in good 
standing with the church and living up to its standards ensures exaltation, salvation, and 
eternal familial connections. The church teaches that there are three degrees of glory in 
the afterlife – the celestial, the terrestrial, and the telestial. Within the celestial sphere, the 
highest kingdom of glory, there are three levels (D&C 88:19-20). To enter into the 
highest level one must have a temple marriage or sealing, which requires the member to 
be worthy, having received a testimony, repented of their sins, and been baptized by 
immersion (Ludlow 1992:259-260). 
Celestial marriage, as it is commonly known, was one of Joseph Smith’s most 
controversial revelations. In a revelation on marriage and family life in 1831, Smith is 
reported to have been told by God that a husband and wife could be sealed together for 
eternity in the temple, and that their children could then be theirs forever. At the time of 
the original revelation, it was also taught, first in secret and then widely, that men could 
be sealed to more than one wife. Members and outsiders alike were uncomfortable with 
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this revelation, which seemed a return to the practice of the Old Testament patriarchs. 
Plural marriage went against the most basic moral principles of the time (Bushman 2006).  
 The opposition of his wife Emma initially kept Smith from pushing plural marriage 
on others in the church. But later, in Nauvoo in 1843, the doctrine was presented to other 
members of the church and a number of them complied. Many were reluctant at first, but 
after receiving spiritual confirmation of the doctrine, the practice became commonplace 
among Mormon families. The practice was not, however, accepted by those around them, 
and in fact led to the eventual death of the first prophet. In 1890, after many years of 
struggle with the American government, plural marriage was denounced due to of 
political pressure. The president of the church at the time, Wilford Woodruff, had a stark 
vision of the consequences the church would face if it did not renounce polygamy:  
The question is this: Which is the wisest course for the Latter-day Saints to pursue 
- to continue to attempt to practice plural marriage, with the laws of the nation 
against it and the opposition of sixty million of people, and at the cost of the 
confiscation and loss of all the Temples, and the stopping of all the ordinances 
therein, both for the living and the dead, and the imprisonment of the First 
Presidency and Twelve and the heads of families in the Church, and the 
confiscation of personal property of all the people... Confusion would reign 
throughout Israel, and many men would be made prisoners. This trouble would 
have come upon the whole Church, and we should have been compelled to stop 
the practice (Doctrine and Covenants 20:1, Excerpts from Three Addresses by 
President Wilford Woodruff Regarding the Manifesto). 
 
Since then, Mormons have moved further and further away from the belief and practice 
of plural marriage. In the beginning (and in some offshoots of Mormonism today) 
polygamist families existed but only in hiding; now mainstream Mormons often describe 
themselves as “morally opposed” to the practice. My respondents reported feeling 
frustration at the fact that their religious beliefs continue to be questioned because of the 
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historical practices of their church. Today, the revelation of celestial marriage is the 
foundation for the Mormon Church’s family-centered beliefs and practices, but no longer 
includes plural marriage. Temple marriage or celestial marriage remains the goal for 
most. For the modern Mormon, the focus is on a marital and family bond that can carry 
on in the post-Earth life and the promotion of procreation within the eternal family.38  
It is in its beliefs about marriage that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints distinguishes itself from most other Christian faiths. The importance of family and 
marriage is described in the following passage from “The Family: A Proclamation to the 
World”: 
The family is ordained of God. Marriage between man and woman is essential to 
His eternal plan. Children are entitled to birth within the bonds of matrimony, and 
to be reared by a father and a mother who honor marital vows with complete 
fidelity. Happiness in family life is most likely to be achieved when founded upon 
the teachings of the Lord Jesus Christ. Successful marriages and families are 
established and maintained on principles of faith, prayer, repentance, forgiveness, 
respect, love, compassion, work, and wholesome recreational activities. By divine 
design, fathers are to preside over their families in love and righteousness and are 
responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for their families. 
Mothers are primarily responsible for the nurture of their children. In these sacred 
responsibilities, fathers and mothers are obligated to help one another as equal 
partners. Disability, death, or other circumstances may necessitate individual 
adaptation. Extended families should lend support when needed (LDS website).  
  
This proclamation, which was originally presented only to the women of the church, was 
meant to combat the moral corruption of secular society and warn women of the danger 
of deviating from the church’s standards. The covenant of marriage is therefore presented 
as God’s plan for his people, a statement with which members tend strongly to agree. In 
fact, one of the primary reasons cited by my respondents for maintaining worth 
                                                
38 Procreation is linked to the “plan of salvation” (Encyclopedia of Mormonism 1992:855-856). 
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throughout their lives was to be able to be married in the temple. I argue, then, that it is 
this doctrine, in conjunction with the social structure of the church, that has the greatest 
effect on the lives of its members. 
 When asked about their views on the doctrine of celestial marriage, many of my 
respondents reported that they strive or strove (before marriage) to maintain their worth 
in order to be married in the temple. Felipe Riguis stated, 
When I think about celestial marriage and eternal marriage I think about finding 
someone that I want to be with and being able to be with them through eternity 
with my family, with my children. Ultimately I believe it’s essential to be able to 
return to one with God again.  
 
Several echoed this sentiment. In fact, many of my respondents’ descriptions of celestial 
marriage can be found throughout the chapters of this dissertation. It was not uncommon 
for members to begin a story about dating, engagement, sex, or marriage with a reference 
to celestial marriage. The doctrine and the practice were always on the minds of 
respondents, no matter where in life they were. Single people spoke of their desire to be 
married in the temple. A woman named Jenna Menard spoke of her “love [of] the idea of 
celestial marriage.” She said, 
…Marriage doesn’t become just a more serious form of dating or a rite of passage 
or some outward manifestation of “now we will have children.” But it’s more of 
this relationship that you build. Endure all hard times through. That’s what I want.  
 
Members who struggled with sexual sin also spoke of the importance of this doctrine. 
Carla Buckley said,  
It’s an ideal. If I’m totally honest what I think right now, that is one that I struggle 
with but I think that has more to do with how I live my life…. Because I have like 
some what the church would call sexual sins that I’m struggling with. And so I 
think that image might be marred by that, but I still kind of think in the back of 
my mind, or deep down, for me [celestial marriage is] an idea that is kind of 
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blissful and a very happy idea, a very happy place.  
 
Finally, married people in my sample often went back to the doctrine of celestial 
marriage when working on their relationships with their eternal companions. Stella 
Spencer said, 
Marriage is so hard; so, so hard. Throw a couple of kids in the mix, especially 
twins, and it gets even harder…. [Mel] and I never question though. We know we 
can get through the tough times….We are in this for eternity, not just for now. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The structure and doctrinal distinctiveness of the church combine to clearly 
establish a Mormon worldview. Since the formation of the church in 1830 (and aside 
from their attempts, in the first half of the 20th century, to assimilate themselves into 
mainstream America) Mormons have worked to separate themselves from the larger 
American culture (Mauss 1994; Shepherd and Shepherd 1984), to “de-assimilate,” in 
short. The distinctiveness of Mormon culture is established in myriad ways: by creating 
specific rites of passage such as baptism, the mission, and the sealing of marital partners 
to one another in the temple, the church creates a “different” kind of person--one who can 
easily be recognized as a Mormon. By entering into the Mormon world and accepting it 
whole-heartedly, members attempt to seal their salvation.  
The LDS church and its leadership work hard to ensure that members learn and 
live by the specific guidelines provided by the church, and members tend to commit 
themselves to these guidelines (Holman and Harding 1996). The situations I have 
described in this chapter indicate that the church constructs a Mormon identity and 
strengthens it through devotion to doctrine. In the following chapters of this dissertation, 
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the power of the Mormon identity will become important. I argue that the doctrine of 
celestial marriage is so central to Mormonism that the choices made by members are 
specifically made for the sake of this covenant. Members of the church want to be 
married in the temple and sealed to their families for eternity, and they want all of this to 
lead to exaltation. It is because of these desires that they attempt to live up to the 
standards of the church. And the church structure supports these desires by continually 
reinforcing those goals through religious education, activities, and the like. 
It is hardly surprising, given its authority, that the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints has been able to so thoroughly shape its members’ life choices. What is 
interesting, however, is its uncanny ability to ensure that members follow the standards it 
sets forth and its success in keeping members from leaning toward the much more 
prominent, and perhaps easier, secular American cultural standards. In order to ensure its 
growth, the LDS church is faced with the need to maintain membership, encourage 
conversion, and promote familial bonds that include offspring. The doctrine of celestial 
marriage affords it such an opportunity, creating high expectations for its members, at 
least as far as mate selection goes. If a member is concerned about his or her eternal 
salvation, they are going to tend to fall in line. Dating is part of that conformity. Members 
date as they are told in order to find a partner who is religiously akin to them and who has 
the same goals for eternity. Such is the subject of the following chapter. 
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Chapter Three 
 
The Journey to Eternity  
 
An Ideal Path to Celestial Marriage 
 
Since its founding in 1830, the LDS church has effectively created and sustained a 
sacred homeland, established a clearly defined life course, and crafted an original 
worldview that members want to espouse. The church’s centralized institutional structure, 
which is presided over by a prophet of God and his counselors, sanctifies patriarchal 
authority in the church and in the family and emphasizes a unique doctrine of marriage. 
For this reason, some argue that the LDS church “successfully” influences members’ 
lives only through such rigorous standards. But, as Iannaccone (1994) has said, “the 
strength of strict churches is neither a historical coincidence nor a statistical artifact. 
Strictness makes organizations stronger and more attractive because it reduces free 
riding. It screens out members who lack commitment and stimulates participation among 
those who remain” (1180). Rodney Stark (1996) expands on this idea in The Rise of 
Christianity, explaining that people desire rewards that are unavailable in this life. Unlike 
wealth or health (rewards that are desired in the moment), salvation is a reward that 
comes at a high cost but seems to be worth the sacrifices.  
For Mormons, salvation comes from a willingness to live a certain kind of life -- 
one that is free of alcohol, caffeine, immodest clothing, nicotine, premarital sex, and 
anything but vanilla sex in marriage. Members of the LDS church must be active in their 
religious communities, be it as missionaries (whether officially or simply as individuals 
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living in “the mission field”) or teachers (informal or otherwise). Dating must only be 
used as a means to an end – marriage. It must not be used, as it is in the secular world, as 
a way to engage in casual relationships with people of the opposite gender (and especially 
not with people of the same gender). Additionally, members are theologically mandated 
to marry people who share their faith. Their children must be raised within LDS 
standards and they must tithe at least ten percent of their earnings. The LDS church, then, 
while it sets out very strict standards, also assures members that through the enactment of 
appropriate behavior they will be saved. By keeping covenants with God while on Earth, 
members will be able to reach the highest level of heaven, where they will be reunited 
with their everlasting companions and eternal families. As Stark states, “the more 
expensive the religion, the better bargain it is” (167). That is, the more a religion 
demands of a person, the more he or she will get out of it. The demanding aspects of their 
tradition set Mormons apart from others, giving them a distinct identity, and promises a 
form of eternal salvation that members highly prize.  
 Though Iannccone and Stark’s strictness theory can help us to understand 
Mormon behavior, it does not explain the extent to which members’ beliefs influence 
their behavior. There is more to the story, it seems, than a church imposing strict 
guidelines on its members who in turn do as they are told to secure heavenly rewards. 
The LDS church is creating an ideal Mormon by emphasizing a very particular Mormon 
culture and identity, not simply by imposing strict rules to live by. Thus, particular beliefs 
matter just as much as the rules do. In this chapter, I explore the ideal Mormon 
experience, focusing specifically on dating, by describing both the strict guidelines set by 
    
 
86 
 
the church and the way in which the religious community supports those cultural 
expectations. The structure of this chapter relies upon the life course trajectory of the 
ideal Mormon.39 Beginning very early on in their lives, Mormon youth are educated on 
matters of family, marriage, and sexuality, providing them with a foundation that 
prepares them for the “sacrifices” they will have to make later on in their lives. Education 
continues to be used in the church and within the family to emphasize the beliefs that 
make members unique. Despite pressure from the outside world, teenagers learn to be 
proud of their difference, to protect their virtue, and to promote their own life plan. By 
the teen years, gender begins to play a central role in members’ understanding of 
themselves and their relationships to others, specifically potential eternal companions. 
The mission is a “turning point” for many, their entry into adulthood. Dating is the most 
important aspect of young adulthood as members look to have an ideal “traditional” 
experience. Not living up to the ideal standard can be devastating for Mormon men and 
women, who risk the loss not only of their exaltation and salvation, but of the settlement 
and cultural inclusion that comes with marriage. They risk not fulfilling the doctrinal and 
cultural expectation of parenthood. They risk falling into a perpetual state of transition or 
unsettlement. They risk becoming marginalized in the church and falling outside of its 
boundaries. As I will show, cultural and structural forces, along with the constant fear of 
turning into an outsider, leads members to strive for the ideal experience. At the end of 
this chapter, I introduce alternative experiences reported by those unable to reach an ideal 
                                                
39 The life course emerged as an important perspective in sociology early in the 20th century (Elder et al. 
2003). This perspective emphasizes agency, acknowledging how opportunities and constraints are reflected 
in individuals’ choices. 
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social position in the church. Women and men are marginalized in different ways when 
they do not follow a normative path. This topic is then expanded upon in chapter five. 
The Ideal Mormon Dating Experience 
 As a sociologist of religion who has studied the lives of Latter-day Saints for 
many years, I often hear from people within academia and without that it is easy to 
recognize a Mormon. People cite their clothes, their hair, their attitudes, and, my personal 
favorite, their smiles. Many also refer to their predictable life courses. Despite the 
number of misconceptions that people have about the Mormon experience, outsiders 
almost always point out, correctly, that Mormons marry young. Ideally, Mormon men 
and women find eternal companions early on in their lives. As I witnessed in my 
research, marriage and the family formed out of that eternal union, defines the life course 
of the Mormon. Though the same pressure is put on men and women to marry, their 
experiences in the pursuit of eternal companionship and involvements within the family 
vary greatly. Table 3.1 outlines the ideal life course for men and women in the LDS 
church.  
Ideal Manhood in the LDS Church 
 
As shown in the table above, the expectations for and lived experiences of 
Mormon men and women vary greatly. Ideally, men and women will couple early and 
develop a partnership in which they serve to complement one another (Parson 1955). 
Many of my respondents seemed in their lives to have met or exceeded the expectations 
of the church and their various religious communities. The majority of them had been 
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lifelong members and very few had ever been inactive in the church. All things 
considered, the people in my sample tended to be orthodox practitioners of the faith.  
Table 3.1 – The Ideal Mormon Life Course 
Stage of Life Men (Boys) Women (Girls) 
Youth (0-18) • Be obedient to parents, the church, 
and God 
• Gain a testimony  
• Be baptized at age eight 
• Receive the Aaronic priesthood at 
age twelve 
• Prepare to be a missionary 
• Refrain from serious relationships 
• Be obedient to parents, the church, 
and God 
• Gain a testimony  
• Be baptized at age eight 
• Prepare to be a good wife and 
mother through young women’s 
activities 
• Refrain from serious relationships 
Emerging 
Adulthood  
(18-30) 
• Graduate from high school (18) 
• Receive the Melchizedek priesthood 
(18) 
• Serve a mission for the church (19-
21 until 2012) 
• Strengthen testimony 
• Find an eternal companion/Get 
married in the temple (after mission) 
• Have children 
• Graduate from college (and possibly 
graduate school) 
• Build a career 
• Be a leader in the church 
• Be the patriarch in the home 
• Graduate from high school (18) 
• Go to college/Maybe graduate 
• Maybe go on a mission40 
• Get married in the temple 
• Have children 
• Stay at home with children 
• Help husband to be successful in 
school and in work 
• Provide the family with good 
religious education 
• Be a missionary through everyday 
activities 
• Serve the church through callings 
Adulthood 
(30 and older) 
• Provide for family, financially and 
emotionally 
• Be successful in career 
• Continue to be a leader in the church 
• Continue to be the patriarch in the 
home 
• Continue to support husband 
professionally  
• Continue to raise children and to be 
the religious educator in the family 
• Continue to be a missionary through 
everyday activities 
• Serve the church through callings 
Retirement • Serve a mission with spouse (i.e. 
mission president) 
• Serve a mission with spouse 
(Women are typically only there to 
support their husbands – i.e., be the 
mission president’s wife.) 
 
                                                
40 Historically, missionary work has not been expected of women, nor has it been part of the ideal 
experience of Mormon womanhood. Recently, however, the LDS church has made the women’s 
missionary timeline mirror that of men’s, making missionary work more accessible for women and, I think, 
more likely to become part of her ideal experience. As I will explain in the body of this section, many of 
the women in my sample wanted to (and did) go on a mission. 
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Donovan Michaels, a 30-year-old New Englander, is a good example of the ideal 
Mormon man. In his youth, Donovan was a “devoted” child. He almost never rebelled 
against his parents’ rules, and when he did his offenses were minor ones. For example, he 
“once stayed out past the time [his] mom wanted [him] home, but only once.” He was, 
according to his own account, a “very obedient child,”  
I loved the church and the time I spent with my friends there. Being from Utah, 
everyone was Mormon. We were all the same. I never really questioned 
anything…. I was the oldest of my siblings and I knew I had to be a good 
example. My mom always said, “Be a good example to your brothers and sister.” 
So, I was.  
 
It is expected that all Latter-day Saints will focus on their education. Members take this 
call to education very seriously. Only about nine percent of American Mormons reported 
having less than a high school education in a 2008 U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 
conducted by the Pew Forum. In my sample, 100 percent of the men had graduated from 
high school.41 Donovan got good grades, never acted out in school, and graduated with 
top honors. During his last year of high school, he learned that he had been accepted to 
Brigham Young University.  
Though he knew he would serve a mission upon turning 19, Donovan decided to 
complete one year of school. His thought was, “the more credits I could earn before I left, 
the better.” All Latter-day Saint men are thought to be called to a mission by God, but 
must be worthy members in the church, having received a temple recommend. Temple 
recommends are given to members who live up to the standards of the church so that they 
may enter into the sacred temple. No one without a recommend may enter. Once, while 
                                                
41 It should be noted that my sample tended to be very well educated. Many people interviewed for the 
project had been drawn to New England to continue their education. 
    
 
90 
 
standing in a long line outside of a not-yet-sealed temple (meaning that it was still open 
to the public for visits) in Utah, an older couple befriended me. It was then that I got my 
first glimpse of an actual temple recommend, an identification card including the 
recommended person’s name and picture. The man who presented his recommend to me -
- giving me an individualized tour of the temple at the same time -- did so with pride. He 
was especially pleased to report that he had never been deemed unworthy of a 
recommend in his many years of membership. In order to receive a card of this sort, men 
and women alike must meet with their bishops once every two years for an interview, 
during which they share with them all of the sins they have committed. After asking a 
series of questions leading into what is typically a lengthy discussion, the bishop 
determines the member’s worth. Though I was never able to attend a meeting of this sort 
due to its confidential nature, several spoke to me about the process. As far as I can tell, 
small infractions are generally tolerated. Skyler Morton jokingly mentioned during our 
interview that he tried “to watch at least one rated-R movie a year” so as to avoid being 
“too perfect.” This behavior did not dissuade his bishop from granting him entry into the 
temple. Greater infractions would, however, likely lead to the denial of a temple 
recommend. In my sample, the only members who admitted to losing their recommends 
had engaged in sexual sin of some sort. Pre-missionaries, in particular, were diligent 
about their behavior so as to not put their mission at risk.  
For the most part, parents cover the cost of the mission experience. Spreading the 
gospel and converting people to the Mormon tradition are its fundamental purposes, 
though importance is also placed on service to others, scripture mastery, and personal and 
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spiritual growth. During his mission in the Midwest United States, Donovan’s faith was 
greatly strengthened. As he, and many others, have stated, “It changed my perspective on 
everything.” Though their mission presidents tell many people that marriage should be 
their next goal after the mission, Donovan did not recall ever hearing this bit of 
information. Instead, he remembered simply knowing it was the next step, 
When I got home, everyone gave me a warm welcome. My whole family was 
waiting at the airport for me. My mom, my dad, my grandparents, my siblings, 
my new brother-in-law, who I had never met, my aunt, a couple of cousins, and a 
really good [female] friend…I don’t even think we were out of the airport parking 
lot before my grandpa made a comment about me needing to find a wife. [Karen – 
my friend] was sitting next to me in the van and [my grandpa] waved his finger 
back and forth at us. “Maybe that’s why she is here.” I couldn’t even think about 
that at the time but [the need to be married] definitely hit me quickly.  
 
In the LDS church, young men are urged to find eternal companions very early on in life. 
No specific age is recommended, but the assumption is that the finding of a mate will 
occur shortly after their return from the mission. According to the Pew Religious 
Landscape Survey, about 71 percent of Latter-day Saints in the United States are married, 
a figure significantly higher than the national total of 54 percent. The median age at first 
marriage in the general population is 25 years for women and 27 for men (Goodwin et al. 
2009), whereas the median in the LDS community is 21 for women and 23 for men 
(Bushman 2006; Duncan 2010).  
 Donovan wasted little time. In the summer after his return, he met Corrina, his 
future wife. Donovan and Corrina met through their mothers, though Donovan says it 
was not a set-up. Donovan’s and Corrina’s mothers knew each other when they were 
young and had recently reconnected after running into each other at a conference. They 
decided to meet for lunch in Salt Lake City. Both Donovan and Corrina accompanied 
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their mothers to Salt Lake to do some shopping. They were introduced to each other and 
then went their separate ways, while their mothers presumably reminisced about their 
lives. Later, Donovan called Corrina and asked her out. They chatted online for a while 
and then started dating. After three months of “being together non-stop,” they got 
engaged. Just three months later they were married. Corrina was 20, Donovan 22. 
 When I met Donovan, a couple months before I interviewed him for the project, 
Corrina was seven months pregnant with their third child. He was excited to tell me all 
about the new addition to their family, who would be arriving in just two short months. 
“Evangeline” was already making her father very proud. Donovan, who was living in a 
small apartment with his growing family and working to finish a law degree, was 
obviously ecstatic about his new daughter’s arrival. Mormons, like many Americans, 
begin gendering their children before they are born. It is not uncommon to hear of 
elaborate “gender reveal parties,” the crafting of gender appropriate nurseries, and of 
unborn children being referred to by name. Even more than most Americans, for 
Mormons gender is seen as the essential characteristic of a child before its entrance into 
the world. For Donovan and Corrina, then, Evangeline was not just a fetus; she was a 
distinctly female child leaving her Heavenly Father to be with them on Earth, only to 
return someday to the celestial kingdom.  
Having children is an important part of the ideal Mormon manhood. Starting a 
family often begins while the man and/or the woman are still in college. Corrina had 
given birth to their first child just after she graduated from college and while Donovan 
was still attending. Young parenthood is not discouraged within the Mormon community 
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as it is in the larger American culture. In fact, it is generally supported. A widely 
transmitted message is not to delay the establishment of a family. And, because of the 
generous support that many Latter-day Saints receive from their families, it is actually 
possible to go to school and be a parent.  
After the birth of Joseph, his first child, Donovan became even more serious 
about his studies. At 26, he graduated from BYU. Shortly thereafter he drove a U-Haul 
truck across the country to attend graduate school in a big city in the Northeast. Corrina 
and Joseph flew to their new home, along with Corrina’s mother, who wanted to help 
them settle in. About 29 percent of American Mormons are college graduates; 9 percent 
of these go on to earn graduate degrees. In my sample, 70 percent of the men (18 of 26) 
had graduated from college, 27 percent (7 of 26) were currently in college, and 3 percent 
(1 of 26) had not attended college at all. Additionally, 27 percent of the men in my 
sample (7 of 26) were either in graduate school at the time of our interview or already 
held graduate degrees. 
Though Donovan had not yet completed his professional graduate degree, he was 
already well on his way to a successful a career in law. He had, at the time of our 
interview, been offered a position at a prestigious law firm in California, and he and his 
family were preparing for the move west. This is perhaps the most important part of the 
ideal of Mormon manhood, because it is intertwined with all of the other expectations. 
Donovan was very proud of the offer he had received. “Not only does it say something 
about me and the work that I have done over the years,” he told me, tears in his eyes; “it 
will allow me to take care of my family the right way. They deserve so much.” 
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Donovan’s career success represents perhaps the most important aspect of the ideal 
Mormon man, because it is intertwined with all other expectations of him; above all else, 
he is expected to provide -- financially and emotionally -- for his family. The emphasis 
on men providing financially affects notions of the ideal woman as well. Much of a 
woman’s identity in the LDS church centers on the care and education of her children. 
Good care and education, it is assumed, are possible only if she spends a significant 
amount of time with them; this she can only do if her husband provides a sufficient 
income. 
Ideal Womanhood in the LDS Church 
 
 Like many gender-traditional religious traditions, the LDS church emphasizes 
ontological differences between men and women, suggesting that men and women are 
created by God to fulfill different and complementary roles. Ideal womanhood in the 
LDS church, then, is constructed in such a way as to be complementary to ideal 
manhood. This process begins early. Girls prepare to be good wives and mothers through 
activities in Young Women’s auxiliary groups, the goal of which is to teach girls how to 
be women. Women’s duties are discussed regularly and so become an important part of 
the secondary socialization process. At this time, girls are also encouraged to think more 
about the type of partner they will want when they are ready to marry. The young women 
create “ideal husband lists” and begin to see “eagle scouts and return missionaries” as 
good candidates for marriage.42 Alexis Andrews, a 34-year-old married woman from 
                                                
42 It has been estimated that about 30 percent of those who participate in the Boy Scouts of America are 
also members of the LDS church. While the church has no official connection to the organization, 
unofficially, being an eagle scout has become an important cultural resource for Latter-day Saints 
(Eckholm 2012). 
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New England, was among the first to explain the Young Women’s groups to me. Like so 
many of the women in my sample, Alexis had fond memories of her time in the Beehives 
(for girls ages 12 to 13), Mia Maids (for 14- to 15-year-olds), and Laurels (for young 
women between the ages of 16 and 17), the three clusters of the church’s auxiliary group 
for women. For her, Laurels was a time to prepare for the next stage of life. While 
emphasis was placed, in this particular cluster, on many different aspects of a woman’s 
life (education, for one), its primary focus was on the family. For Alexis, this meant that 
“it felt like all of the role models were these young married girls with babies.” While she 
did not necessarily relate to them at the time, Alexis stated years later in our interview 
that she “learned a lot about what real life would be like” from these women. Likewise 
their lessons about the family proved invaluable to her only later in life.  
Like men, women are expected to focus on their education, a fact I found 
reflected in my sample: 100 percent of my subjects had graduated high school. Alexis, 
whose experience is very close to what I would call the ideal Mormon womanhood, 
graduated from high school with no problems. Like Donovan, she benefitted greatly from 
her upbringing in an affluent family.43 She had family members who had had a great deal 
of success academically and who had passed their love of learning on to her. Of course, 
not all members of the LDS church have these kinds of opportunities and access to 
                                                
43 The incomes of most Mormons compare to those of people outside the church. About 50 percent of 
Mormon households and 48 percent of non-Mormon households have an income of $50,000 or higher. In 
Utah, however, 58 percent of Mormon households have an income of $50,000 or higher (Phillips and 
Cragun 2010). Within my sample, most young people appeared to live comfortably in households where 
their fathers (and, in some cases, their mothers) had professional careers and were able to bring in 
significant incomes. I cannot say with certainty because I did not inquire as to household incomes, but 
based on the stated careers of their parents, the majority of my sample of young people were brought up in 
economically stable households.  
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educational resources. Among my sample of LDS women, 68 percent had earned college 
degrees. According to data analyzed by Phillips (2011), about 28 percent of American 
Mormon women graduate from college and 7.4 percent get graduate degrees. Instead, 
they are far more likely to have completed some college (32.3 percent, compared to 23.7 
percent of Mormon men), probably dropping out once they have found husbands. Alexis 
had always known she would attend college. She knew that BYU was probably the best 
choice for her, but did not feel comfortable on campus. Raised in Washington state, 
where Mormons were a minority community, Alexis did not feel “quite right” during her 
visit to the church-owned school. Instead of heading south, she decided to attend a private 
university close to home. She met Randy at the singles ward she attended while in school. 
Randy and Alexis dated for about a year before deciding to get married. A longer-than-
usual engagement followed their longer-than-usual courtship, but, nine months after 
getting engaged, they were married at a temple near Alexis’s childhood home.  
Temple marriage is central to ideal womanhood. One can only be a mother in the 
context of marriage, and motherhood is an important source of power and identity for 
women in the church. Young women do not have to enter into marriage and motherhood 
alone, however. Not only does the family of origin support young families, but so does 
the LDS church itself. One example of church support for young families comes out of 
my fieldwork in Utah. During my time there, I attended several college classes where 
women held babies on their laps while listening to lectures. Just as in sacrament meetings 
on Sundays, typical baby sounds were quieted as mothers worked to sooth their (perhaps 
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bored) children. I did not, however, see any men with babies in class. Support for young 
families means support for mothers as primary caregivers.  
The pressure for Mormon women to have children is enormous. Mothers are 
touted as being the most precious and important people in our lives. Women are 
presumed to have an intrinsic need to mother others. Even in cases where women are not 
able to have children and choose not to adopt, they take on mothering roles in other 
capacities. When Alexis first became a mother, she said that she was absolutely certain 
that being a stay-at-home mom “was [her] calling.” Mothering her four daughters, who 
came in quick succession about every two years, was among “the most important things 
[she] had ever done in [her] life.” Mormon women are more likely than any other women 
in the United States to be stay-at-home moms. Almost 26 percent of LDS women report 
staying home with their children, compared to 13 percent of all American women 
(Phillips and Cragun 2010). In addition to caring for her children, Alexis became the 
primary religious educator in her family. She spent a great deal of time preparing Family 
Home Evening (FHE) lessons for her household, picking songs to sing, passages to read, 
and special activities to do with her husband and children. The weekly event is a church 
promoted experience meant to give LDS families additional time to be together and to 
share in lessons that uphold the teachings of their faith. The promotion of FHE is just one 
of the ways in which the LDS church reinforces religious education outside of the 
physical church building. LDS families are very much in the habit of praying together, 
reading scripture together, and singing songs together, all with the intention of sustaining 
belief in the home. In most gender-traditional religions, the responsibility of educating 
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one’s family religiously falls on the woman. Within the LDS family, both parents tend to 
be engaged in the process, however the woman is the one who does all of the planning 
and most of the implementation, despite the fact that her husband has far more religious 
authority in the home.  
In addition to being the primary religious educator in her home, Alexis advocated 
for her children in many ways, as they shared a learning experience in a collective “Joy 
School” run by her and several of her friends, and as they entered into public schools. 
Because education is so important to Mormon families in general, their efforts around the 
promotion of education begin very early. Begun in the 1980s by Linda and Richard Eyre, 
a prominent Latter-day Saint couple, Joy School has since evolved into a do-it-yourself 
preschool program for stay-at-home moms. Typically, women from a ward will get 
together to start a chapter of the program. Once the group is formed the mothers rotate as 
teachers, giving lessons in their homes about twice a week. In the traditional model, the 
program runs from September to May or June. The methodology of the Joy School is 
simple: deemphasize rigorous academic standards for young children, promoting instead 
the simple joys of life. As Alexis explained it, “without a doubt, this is giving our girls a 
head start for kindergarten. They have plenty of time to learn to read and write. Our kids 
need to know how to love and how to have fun.” Others spoke of the cost benefits and the 
benefits of getting children out of the house regularly. A program of this sort helps to 
keep women on the ideal path, for in taking on the task of educating their children they 
gain more power and importance in the family.  
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Alexis was also the chief supporter of her husband’s career. In the early years, this 
meant that Alexis supported Randy financially by working as a nurse and paying all the 
major bills while her husband finished his bachelor’s degree and then enrolled in business 
school full-time. When Randy started his first business, which did well very quickly, 
Alexis served as the company’s main website manager, updating content on a regular 
basis. Perhaps for this reason, she, and many other women in my sample, were in the 
habit of referring to their husband’s careers as “our career.” As Alexis’s story illustrates, 
ideal Mormon womanhood is largely defined by the emotional care work that women do 
for their families (Hochschild 1979, 1983). 
 Neither Donovan nor Alexis have been entirely successful in embodying the 
Mormon ideal but they each have followed the guidelines of church diligently and as a 
result have come very close to the ideal. They have dated appropriately, achieved 
successful endogamous marriages, formed families, and provided their children with 
good educations and financially stable homes. But how did they get there? What does 
following the ideal path actually entail? In the sections that follow, I attempt answers to 
these questions. Moving narratively through the Mormon life course, I explain various 
structural and cultural expectations. What becomes clear is that at each stage the process 
becomes increasingly more complicated.  
The Effects of Ideal Manhood and Womanhood on Dating 
Dating in Youth: High Moral Standards 
On August 23, 2003, Lorna Ashby turned 16. Like most American girls, Lorna 
had been counting down the days, weeks, months, and probably even the years until she 
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would reach this most important milestone birthday. Unlike the typical American teen, 
who only anticipates her 16th birthday for reasons that may include getting her driver’s 
license or having a big, fancy party, Lorna had been anxiously awaiting her birthday 
because it meant she was finally able to go out on a date. As a member of the LDS 
church, Lorna already knew what the church expected in regards to dating. Via messages 
passed from the general authorities on down through the ranks to members, the church’s 
official position on dating – that young people should not date until they are 16 -- is made 
known to young people from the start. This teaching has been embraced whole-heartedly 
by LDS parents and is thus strictly enforced, leaving LDS teens waiting anxiously for the 
day when they can participate in the ritual that defines the Mormon child’s entry into 
adulthood. 
Prior to her 16th birthday, Lorna often imagined what it might be like to go out 
with Michael, the “adorable guy” she had known since the 5th grade. She wondered what 
she would do on her first official date. Would she “have a pizza-making party, or play 
miniature golf, or would [she] go back to his house [accompanied by adults] to watch 
movies?” Imagining her first date consumed her. Once the “magical night” came, 
however, she was surprised by the lackluster quality of the experience.  
A couple of weeks before her big day, Erick (not Michael), a friend from church, 
knew that her birthday was getting close and decided to ask her to the school dance that 
was coming up. Although she had really wanted her first date to be with Michael, Lorna 
decided to accept Erick’s offer because she wanted so badly to be a part of the dating 
world that she had dreamed about. In true Mormon fashion, Erick left a bowl of blue Jello 
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on her doorstep with a note attached that said, “[Lorna], of all the fishes in the sea, I want 
you to go to the dance with me.” Many of my respondents spoke of such “creative 
asking” among teens just beginning to date. This was particularly common in Utah, 
where the majority of high school students were members of the LDS church. Some of 
the stories I heard from respondents included the use of pies, scrambled eggs, balloons, 
flowers, and cars, all with tiny notes hidden inside, which girls would have to find in 
order to know which boy was asking them out. Creative asking has become so popular in 
Mormon dominated areas that websites, books, and magazine articles have been 
developed to help members ask out their potential date in the perfect way. These requests 
also require equally creative responses. Popular opinion on the topic seemed divided: 
While many Mormons loved the uniqueness of the tradition, others didn’t see the point of 
putting so much work into asking a person to a dance or some other equally insignificant 
event. Eileen Belmonte expressed her disinterest in creative asking to me during our 
interview, saying, 
You can’t just ask someone if they want to go on a date. You had to ask in a 
creative way. I hated that… It was so hard. (Amy: That’s for dances, though, not 
for all dates?) Yeah. But even for more casual dates you still asked them in a 
funny way. It wasn’t just like, do you want to go on a date? 
 
Unlike Eileen, Lorna thought creative asking was “fun.” She especially liked being the 
one to ask. Lorna’s first experience with creative asking was her favorite. It left her 
digging through the Jello Erick had left on her doorstep until she found his name inside. 
Of course, as is customary, Lorna and Erick would not be alone on their date. Instead, 
they would travel to the dance with several friends from their ward and ultimately ended 
up “hanging out” at the home of one of the other teens in attendance. Lorna enjoyed the 
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experience but was surprised at how similar it was to other adventures she had had with 
friends. Dating, it turned out, at least for Mormon teens who live by church standards, 
was nothing more than a more organized, and perhaps somewhat “silly” way of hanging 
out with friends. Still, dating remains an important part of the life course as members 
seek out their eternal companions. 
 Why does dating remain essential to the coupling process in the LDS church 
when it seems so much less important in the larger American context? The answer is 
simple: because marriage is foundational for the family-centered beliefs and practices of 
the LDS church. The doctrine of celestial marriage is important, as members who 
successfully practice homogamy and seek partners capable of maintaining their worth in 
the eyes of the Heavenly Father guarantees them salvation. As a result dating and the 
development of romantic relationships become some of the most important experiences 
of a person’s religious life. According to the teachings of the church, it is through this 
process that the progression of a person’s life on Earth and in heaven is determined. 
Thanks in large part to strict guidelines set by the church, members pick up on this 
message very early on in life. However early reception of this message is also due to the 
strength of a belief system internalized by members of the church. Embedded as it is in 
both a majority culture (Utah) and a diasporic community (New England), the Church has 
dozens of mechanisms to help strengthen those beliefs.  
Early Socialization and Preparation for the Eternal Family 
From the time of their earliest activities at church, Mormon children hear the 
phrase “a family is forever.” While attending nursery and primary classes on Sundays, 
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children receive messages and sing songs about that ideal life. Some of the first songs the 
children (who range in age from 18 months to 11 years) learn in their early education 
classes are titled “I Love to See the Temple” and “Families Can Be Together Forever.” 
Such songs serve both to instill values in young members and to create for them an 
imagined future to which they can aspire.44 Counsel on marriage through song is 
embraced early in the lives of Mormons. Erin Wiles, a 22-year-old married member of 
the church who resides in Utah, said of her experience as a young person in the church, 
I remember singing [those two lines of] the song, I am going to the temple; I’m 
going there someday. It really meant something to me. I remember thinking, you 
know, I am going to the temple someday. I couldn’t wait to get married in the 
temple and, um, to have children with that person. Lots of children. When I 
graduated from high school, all I wanted was to go to the temple, so I never even 
thought about doing anything to…[laughing nervously] you know, jeopardize 
that.  
 
 Once children have developed a firm understanding of what it means to be part of 
an eternal family, and to distinguish themselves from others in this way, they receive 
more specific guidance on the topic. These messages begin to reach them around the age 
of 12 as they enter into Young Men’s and Young Women’s auxiliary groups. Among 
other things, the importance of the eternal family, being obedient to God, and living up to 
the standards set by the church are emphasized. During the teen years, the lessons get 
more specific. The subject of dating and relationships is addressed in much more detail, 
and guidelines are laid out for young members. “For the Strength of Youth,” a pamphlet 
distributed to teens in the church and used as a tool in religious education classes, covers 
                                                
44 Messages relayed through song are not limited to future relationships. Songs like, “I’m Glad to Pay a 
Tithing” and “I Hope They Call Me on a Mission” are other examples of children’s songs with very 
specific messages. 
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information the church deems pertinent on all sorts of topics.45 Beginning with a message 
from the First Presidency, the pamphlet adopts a posture of respect, saying “We have 
great confidence in you. Because of that, we talk to you frankly and honestly.” There 
exists also an authoritative spiritual tone, addressing youth as the chosen “spirits who 
have been held in reserve to come forth in this day when the temptations, responsibilities, 
and opportunities are the very greatest.”46 It counsels them on topics such as agency, 
education, gratitude, family, friends, dress and appearance, the media, music and dancing, 
language, repentance, honesty, Sabbath day observance, tithing, and, of course, dating 
and sexual purity.47 Mormon teens take the messages in this pamphlet very seriously. 
Vera Maldonado, a 23-year-old Utah woman, mentioned the pamphlet several times in 
the context of both her youth and adulthood. She said, 
I think it’s a great book. It was given to me to help me. When you read it, it gives 
you strength to not do things, to be a better person. I still use it now. I’m older 
than 16 so the only thing that doesn’t apply to me is not to date before 16. 
 
 In the pamphlet, members are told not to date until they are at least 16 years old, 
and not to go on frequent dates with the same person until after serving a mission. 
Instead, dates should take place in groups. It is suggested that parents should meet their 
teenagers’ dates and that family activities should be encouraged, a custom reminiscent of 
early to mid-20th century dating for the general white, middle to upper-class population in 
                                                
45 The LDS church describes the document as a pamphlet, but at 52 pages, it is more like a book. The 
document includes numerous pictures and text bubbles pointing to some of the most important topics, 
presumably to catch the eye of even the most perfunctory readers. 
46 This language and tone is typical of sectarian groups standing in opposition to a troubled world. 
47 Mormons conceptualize agency differently than most. “Agency,” the LDS church website states, “is the 
ability and privilege God gives us to choose and to act for ourselves. Agency is essential in the plan of 
salvation. Without it, we would not be able to learn or progress or follow the Savior” 
(http://www.lds.org/topics/agency?lang=eng, retrieved 11/6/12). 
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the United States (Freedman and D’Emilio1988). The pamphlet also gives examples of 
what types of activities young members should take part in while out on a date. Members 
are taught to “plan dating activities that are positive and inexpensive and that will help 
them get to know each other.” Expectations for behavior are also clearly laid out, 
A young man and a young woman on a date are responsible to help each other 
maintain their standards and to protect each other’s honor and virtue. You must 
honor the sanctity of the priesthood and of womanhood… Before marriage, do not 
do anything to arouse the powerful emotions that must be expressed only in 
marriage. Do not participate in passionate kissing, lie on top of another person, or 
touch the private, sacred parts of another person’s body, with or without clothing. 
Do not allow anyone to do that with you. Do not arouse those emotions in your 
own body (For the Strength of Youth 2001:26-27).48 
 
In practice, dating in high school took many forms; even within my sample, experiences 
varied greatly. Some dated only casually, taking the messages they had received from 
church leaders and from the culture around them very seriously. For these members, 
experiences with people of the opposite sex usually stemmed from school based activities 
or church sponsored events. Dances and other group dates were exciting for them. 
Dressing up, giggling about the boys or girls they “liked,” and dreaming up grand 
schemes for asking someone out in a creative way were central to their experiences. For 
some of them, the decision to abstain from exclusive dating was motivated by the desire 
to be a “good Mormon.” New England resident Denise Lawson told me, in an interview 
that took place in the church building where she served a calling as a young women’s 
counselor to an immigrant congregation, that “being invested in a serious relationship in 
[high] school wasn’t what I was after.” She went on to say that she “knew that it was a 
                                                
48 Elsewhere, I have argued that these messages help Latter-day Saints to develop strategies for maintaining 
abstinence (Irby and Moff Hudec forthcoming). 
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bad idea to get serious” and explained that her choice was not necessarily a direct act of 
obedience, but that, having been told by church leaders, family (including older siblings), 
and friends her entire life that exclusive dating was not acceptable until after high school, 
she felt that it would not be “right to have a serious relationship.” 
 Others in my sample were less calculating in their actions. For them, the lack of 
an early relationship was circumstantial: They simply hadn’t found someone who was 
“right for [them].” Landon Cornell, for one, seemed to feel this way, 
I was totally awkward. I wanted someone, well I think I did…. I wouldn’t have 
cared what the church or my parents had in mind for me. Just, nobody 
materialized for me. (Laughing) I guess that is still my problem. 
 
Still others had been exclusive in high school, a few such relationships even ending in 
marriage. One New England couple, originally from New York, told me in a group 
interview that they had met in high school and began dating when Marco Snyder was not 
yet a member of the church. Elena Snyder, a lifelong member, “fell head over heels in 
love” and was very clear about her religious beliefs. Eventually Marco was baptized and 
later served a mission. All the while they remained devoted to one another and to their 
plan to marry. For a few (mostly men) in my sample, dating was something they spent 
very little time thinking about, let alone doing, in high school. Those people refrained 
from dating of any kind. Again, for some (but not all) this was an intentional effort to live 
up to standards set by the church.  
All but six participants in my sample abstained from any sort of sexual 
relationship prior to marriage, and those who had had sexual experiences were 
remorseful. One, a woman from Utah, had already gone through the repentance process, 
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was in good standing in the church, had served a mission, and was married in the temple. 
The only other woman in my sample to have admitted having premarital sex was still 
going through the repentance process.  Three of the four men in my sample who had 
engaged in premarital sex were converts – all of whom had sex prior to their conversion.  
One was already married in the temple.  The last man had recently returned to the church 
after a period of inactivity and was trying to regain his temple recommend. Within the 
confines of marriage, sex is acceptable, important even. Physical intimacy, when it is 
between a husband and wife, is said to be beautiful, sacred, and ordained by God. But sex 
before marriage is described as a temptation from Satan, and more egregious a sin than 
“murder or denying the Holy Ghost” (“For the Strength of Youth”: 36). Its consequences 
are serious. Members who commit “sexual transgressions” must repent, an act that serves 
not only to help the “sinful” member find inner peace, but to enable them once more to be 
worthy of the Lord. The Church’s normative messages about sexual purity were 
sufficiently strong to engender members’ desire to rectify their transgressions.  
Through this early education process in the church, and the promotion of these 
ideals in the family, the LDS church ensures that members follow the standards it sets 
forth and keeps members from leaning toward the more common, secular, American 
cultural standards. This is a place where rational choice theorists like Iannaccone (1994) 
and Stark (1996) might argue that the strictness of the church and the high costs it 
demands (leading, ultimately, to great rewards) allow it to effectively dictate the behavior 
of its members, a project that encourages complete conformity. I would, of course, 
counter that the LDS church is doing much more than creating a religious tradition 
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through strictness: it is creating ideal Mormon men and women by capitalizing upon 
Mormon culture and identity. By establishing a specific kind of dating experience that all 
members are to follow, it is working toward the socialization and distinction of its 
members. For example, by disallowing dating before 16, the church is able to maintain 
the purity and innocence of LDS children. Rather than view earlier relationships as 
important to the development of a young adult’s social skills, early dating is described as 
an activity that “can lead to immorality, limit the number of other young people you 
meet, and deprive you of experiences that will help you choose an eternal partner” (“For 
the Strength of Youth”: 24). By connecting early dating to sexual impurity and invoking 
the “eternal partner” argument, the church encourages obedience in its young members. 
The rewards are worth the cost, but more than that, proper Mormon dating behavior is 
critical to being Mormon. 
In further support of my argument, I bring you back to the young woman whose 
first dating experience was described at the beginning of this section. Lorna, a self-
described “perfect child,” had always followed the guidelines of the church. She also 
followed her parents’ rules, despite the fact that they were “very closed off and refused to 
talk about certain topics,” among them dating. At the age of 15, when the “bad boy” of 
her school asked her out, she seriously considered dating him without her parents’ 
knowledge. A lapsed member of the LDS church who was known to smoke, drink, and 
use “bad language,” this young man’s difference excited Lorna. She “didn’t like that he 
was a bad guy, but at the same time it was kind of exciting.” Nothing ever came of the 
proposition, but when I asked her whether she had wanted to go out with him, she said, 
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“Yes, but I just knew that seeing him would put me in a bad position. That’s when stuff 
happens. Bad stuff that can affect the way that you see yourself…like and the way that 
others see you. I wanted to be married in the temple, so I didn’t.” The message is clear: 
dating at the wrong time and in the wrong way can threaten a person’s future, their 
salvation, and their identity as a Mormon. Dating at the right time and in the right way, 
however, is almost guaranteed to lead to happiness and success in finding a mate.  
 In their younger years (before the age of 18), members are encouraged to date but 
not intimately or with any sort of frequency. At the same time, going out with members 
of the opposite sex is still deemed quite important. These “dates” are, just as Lorna 
suggested, not much different from hanging out with friends in other situations. What 
difference there is, however, is important to the church. By getting young people to spend 
time with each other early on in their lives, the church promotes heteronormative 
relationships. By surrounding opposite-gender dating with such a mystique, it cultivates 
in youth the desire to be married. According to the “dating” section of “For the Strength 
of Youth,” “not all teenagers need to date or even want to.” This seems to me an attempt 
at normalizing the experiences of young members who are not as socially adept as others 
and who may not date regularly. And yet, the line that follows thwarts this effort: 
“However, good friendships can and should be developed at every age.” Even if young 
members choose not to date in their teen years, they should still make an effort to fulfill 
their “duty” of engaging in some sort of relationship with someone of the opposite 
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gender.49 Among my respondents, it was mostly agreed upon that dating at a young age 
was helpful for establishing relationships in the future. Daniel Offsettler spoke of a past 
relationship while sitting next to his wife of five years in their beautiful Utah condo: 
I remember my first girlfriend. We totally thought we were going to get married. 
We met when I was 15 and she was 16 and eventually ended up doing everything 
together. We were good, never an indiscretion. But I definitely was that guy…you 
know, the guy who walked his girlfriend to every class. I was all romantic, all the 
time…. I think that has stayed with me over time. (Glancing at his wife and 
laughing). 
 
For Daniel, this early relationship helped him to understand what manhood was and what 
womanhood should be. In the same conversation, he spoke about his girlfriend’s dutiful 
approach to their relationship, 
[She] loved all the attention and she gave it right back. My favorite was when she 
made me brownies. Well, I don’t know, maybe her mom did, but they were good. 
 
Even at this early age, gendered relationship norms become a part of the Mormon’s social 
reality. From then on, things become more focused and gender specific. Each stage of life 
after high school comes with new expectations from the church. In table 3.2, these life 
course expectations are outlined to give a clear understanding of how dating is discussed 
in the LDS church. Expectations will be explained further in the next sections.  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
49 It should be noted that such a precept actually serves to distinguish Mormonism from other conservative 
religious traditions that discourage dating and relationships until one is ready to marry. 
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Table 3.2: Dating in the LDS Church 
Stage of Life Expectations for Men Expectations for Women 
Age 15 and younger No dating at all. No dating at all. 
Age 16-18 
 
Date casually. Do not get serious with 
anyone. Refrain from any physical 
experiences that could threaten the 
worth of the member. Mutual respect 
is necessary. In order to ensure respect 
is mutual, only “date” other members 
of the church. 
Date casually. Do not get serious with 
anyone. Refrain from any physical 
experiences that could threaten the 
worth of the member. Mutual respect 
is necessary. In order to ensure respect 
is mutual, only “date” other members 
of the church. 
Age 18 to mission Attend young singles ward, an entire 
religious congregation devoted to 
single members. Maintain the 
standards expected for teens. It is 
especially important not to get serious 
with anyone. Focus on preparing to 
serve. 
Attend young singles ward. Begin 
dating with the intention of finding an 
eternal companion. Do not “hang out”; 
instead encourage men to go on one-
on-one dates. 
Age 21 
 
Return from mission with the goal of 
marrying. Go out frequently with 
many young women until you find the 
right partner.  
If not already married or in a serious 
relationship, consider a mission, 
especially if called to it. Do not leave 
if it might jeopardize a marriage 
prospect. If there is no interest in 
mission work, continue to date with 
the intention of getting married. 
Age 21-30  
(up to 40 in some 
big cities) 
Attend singles ward (congregations 
for worship services). Attend institute 
classes. These are continuing 
education classes (like seminary) 
intended to extend religious education 
and to give single members more 
opportunities to connect. Participate in 
as many singles events as possible to 
increase the chances for marriage. 
 
Events include: Mix and mingles, 
Cruises, Firesides, Dances, Parties, 
Family Home Evenings 
Attend institute classes. Participate in 
as many singles events as possible to 
increase the chances for marriage. Be 
fulfilled in the role that you have. Be 
as successful as possible in 
callings/vocations/careers. Never give 
up hope. It is still possible to be 
married – opportunities may include 
being a second wife (after a death or 
divorce) and being a wife in heaven. 
 
Events include: Mix and mingles, 
Cruises, Firesides, Dances, Parties, 
Family Home Evenings 
After age 35-40  Attend family ward. These are 
congregations for families and older 
single members. Look for a second 
wife in the case of death or divorce. If 
never married, keep trying to reach 
ideal manhood. Continue participating 
in singles events (limited for this age 
group). 
Attend family ward. Be fulfilled in the 
role that you have. Be as successful as 
possible in callings/vocations/careers. 
Never give up hope. It is still possible 
to be married – opportunities may 
include being a second wife (after a 
death or divorce) and being a wife in 
heaven. 
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Dating in Early Adulthood: Pre- and Post-Mission Experiences for Men 
 As members of the church “age out” of young men’s and young women’s groups 
at 18, messages about dating change, but only slightly. Until then, young men and women 
are given the same instructions about dating. But as men get closer to missionary age at 
19, they are encouraged to think less about women and more about their connection to 
their Heavenly Father.50 Once they leave for their mission they are restricted from having 
any sort of relationship with women at all. In fact, after witnessing an awkward side-hug 
between a missionary and a bishop’s wife, I learned that missionaries are supposed to 
limit their physical contact with women altogether. The side-hug is a strategy used to 
limit contact when a situation of that sort arises. Missionaries are expected to focus on the 
tasks at hand: spreading the “truth of the church,” studying the gospel, and serving others. 
Upon completion of their missions, mission presidents tell young men, either 
directly or indirectly, that their new missions in life should be to finish their education, 
find an eternal partner, and start a family. In doing so, the former sanctifies for the latter 
what he already knows: The next stage of his life has officially begun. Dating and 
marriage, then, become a serious preoccupation at this point. Many of the men I spoke 
with took marriage more seriously after their return. Back in their non-missionary lives, 
they felt differently about the world. Suddenly, they found themselves ready to settle 
down. Three of the men I interviewed referred to a statement supposedly made by 
Brigham Young about men and marriage: “Any young man who is unmarried at the age 
                                                
50 As stated in the introduction, the age at which men and women are able to go on a mission was changed 
to 18 for men and 19 for women in October of 2012.  At the time I conducted my research, however, the 
ages were still 19 for men and 21 for women. The change is likely to affect the experiences of both men 
and women before their missions. 
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of 21 is a menace to the community.” Each time I heard the statement repeated by my 
respondents, a different age for the “young man” was given: one man said 21, another 24, 
and the last 27. I have not found any evidence to suggest that this statement is historically 
accurate or attributed to the correct person. (The men who quoted Young claimed to have 
heard the statement from family and friends, not church leadership.) Regardless of origins 
or authenticity, and no matter how it was told, each man used the quote as a reminder of 
his duties as a Mormon man. The cultural significance of marriage may be informed by 
church doctrine and teaching, but stands on its own to encourage specific actions and life 
course trajectories. 
Findings from my own work indicate that young men do in fact marry rather 
quickly after they return from their missions. Of my married sample, 77 percent of the 
men (10 of 13) were married within five years of returning from their mission, and 54 
percent (7 of 13) within two years. Due in large part to the feeling of immediacy that 
comes along with the post-mission eternal partner search, dating quickly becomes one of 
the most important aspects of life for these young men. They ask out many young women 
and go out quite frequently, some as often as three times a week, until they find someone 
who is particularly interesting to them as a potential marital partner.  
  Alvin Fletcher, a 27-year-old married man living in New England, experienced 
just that. Unlike Lorna, the young woman introduced earlier in this chapter, Alvin did not 
date extensively in his teenage years, nor was he particularly excited when his 16th 
birthday rolled around. Instead, he knew that he wanted to fulfill his duty as a Mormon 
man: He wanted to serve a mission. Like so many of my male respondents, he had 
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remained focused on this one goal throughout high school. Rather than attend college in 
the interim, Alvin stayed home and continued to work his high school job as a sandwich 
maker at a local sub shop.51 He had his “papers” (application for missionary 
consideration) written up long before the earliest submission deadline, and sent them in 
as soon as it was allowed. During our interview he explained that he was not interested in 
girls at this time in his life. He never even asked a woman out until he returned from his 
mission two years later. Instead, he worked, hung out with friends and family, and 
studied the gospel in order to prepare himself for his mission. He recognized that he was 
“shy, too,” but attributed his lack of interest in dating mostly to his focus on the mission, 
When I was in high school I didn’t attract girls. It was kind of funny. I mean, not 
to me, but to everyone else. My family wanted me to go to dances at church and 
after school stuff but I always felt ridiculous around them [girls]…. I mean, what 
was I supposed to say? My friends all went out; I just didn’t. (Amy: What did you 
do instead?) I don’t know, what everyone does. I hung out with friends, cared 
about school, hid from girls-- no I’m kidding. I just did whatever; it wasn’t that 
big of a deal. Oh, I was an Eagle Scout, so I spent some of my time doing that 
kind of stuff. 
 
After his mission in Eastern Europe, Alvin came back feeling “strange”: 
 
The world, my home, it felt like a strange place to me. Nothing was the same but 
everything was the same. I wanted to continue to serve people like I did. But I just 
couldn’t. I remember giving a talk at church right after I returned from my 
mission and I was just full of love and passion. I could really feel the spirit in a 
way I never had before. I was sure that I was meant to keep this feeling in me for 
as long as I could but I didn’t know how. Eventually things started to feel normal 
again, well, kinda, and then I went to BYU and suddenly I realized I had to date, I 
just had to or all the work I’d done would be lost. I wanted to instill all that I 
gained on a family.  
 
                                                
51 Before the missionary age was lowered, many men completed a semester or full year of school before 
leaving on a mission. 
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 Despite his feelings of awkwardness and fear, Alvin began dating, or at least 
trying to date. He asked out women constantly. By his own admission, he asked out 
nearly every woman he met at BYU. Many of them turned him down, and of those who 
did not, he never met one he liked well enough to ask on a second date. “Some weeks,” 
Alvin said, he “would go out with two women or more.” Like the men in my sample who 
quoted Brigham Young, Alvin had a need to fill his role as a husband and father. He went 
from focusing all of his attention on his mission to focusing all of his attention on his 
eternal partnership. About two years after returning from his mission, Alvin essentially 
gave up. He told himself he was not going to try to date anymore. Instead he planned to 
concentrate on his education and future career. This was a difficult decision for him: 
I was so torn. Yes, making something of myself was important to my future plans 
as well, but what good is success or money, any of it, if I have no family to share 
[it] with…. But the reality of it is, I was just so stressed out by the process and I 
wasn’t getting anywhere. Girls just didn’t like me. 
 
 However, just as he had made the pact with himself to stop dating for a while, he met a 
young woman he was attracted to both in “faith and in appearance.” Kathleen had been 
dating someone seriously for a while and thought it was going to end up in marriage. But, 
“as if God intervened,” her boyfriend of eight months broke up with her without warning, 
just days before she met Alvin. According to Alvin, Kathleen had sworn off dating, too: 
“She told herself that she was going to go on a mission and worry about dating when she 
got back.” She had not yet sent in her papers, but Alvin thought she was serious about the 
prospect of going on a mission. For that reason, Alvin gave up his new policy against 
dating and “pursued her with all that [he] had.” “At first,” he recalled, “she wasn’t 
interested in me, but eventually I broke her [laughing], and she saw something in me that 
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no one else had.” Alvin’s story is not an uncommon one. In fact, many of my male 
respondents in both Utah and New England were determined to marry quickly upon 
return from their mission. Most of them were successful in their endeavor (although they 
all did not have to try quite as hard as Alvin). Some tried and were not successful. And a 
small minority never tried at all. 
  The church is happy with such statistics. Marrying young keeps men out of 
trouble and ensures that their faith remains intact. Family men are said to be more active 
in church callings, and tend to remain more faithful (Miller and Stark 1999). This model 
of early marriage for men also ensures that the patriarchal structure of the church persists. 
In order to continue on its path, the church needs to maintain its membership, especially 
those who can hold positions of power. Men, then, are given very few options for dating: 
They must date to find an eternal companion. Even those men who did not marry directly 
after the mission agree that life would have been easier for them if they had. Jack Powers, 
a 34-year-old man seeking an advanced degree at a prestigious university in New 
England, said during our interview, 
I was almost married once. After a very long period without pursuing anything, or 
anyone, I think I shocked many people when I told them about [Georgia]. But it 
didn’t work out. She was a convert, but not a good one. She just didn’t understand 
why my religion was so important to me. But I will admit that being married 
would be nice. Then people wouldn’t look at me like I am crazy. My bald spot 
gives away my age and my naked finger gives away my marital status. I should 
have just done it when I could have. 
 
In a similar vein, Jay Martin, a 29-year-old from Utah, told me, 
Everyone expects it. Twenty-nine is just too old to not be married. When I was 
21, there were so many possibilities. Now it’s just so much more complicated. I 
think most women just think there is something wrong with me.  
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The desire, or even the need to meet the ideal type seems distinctly to affect the 
Mormon man’s experience with dating. The ideal path, even if it cannot be achieved, 
colors the experience of most members. Men in particular actively pursue companions in 
hope of attaining the union that would lead them to happiness and, eventually, salvation. 
The work also helps them to maintain their status in the culture that surrounds them. For 
members like Jack and Jay, not fulfilling their duties as men has had serious 
consequences on their status in the community. 
Dating in Early Adulthood: Pre- and Post-Mission Experiences for Women 
Though theologically based essentialist perspectives on gender certainly 
contribute to constructions of the dating experience for women, demographics -- and the 
competition resulting from demographics -- are equally influential in the lives of Mormon 
women. The dating world is more competitive for Mormon women than it is for men, a 
consequence of the disproportionate number of women in the church. Gender imbalance 
in a religious tradition that promotes endogamy as the only way to ensure salvation 
means even more is at stake for those involved. Because there are more women than men, 
women are the ones affected negatively by the phenomenon. 
It has been shown that rates of apostasy are rising in the United States. Data from 
the General Social Survey analyzed by Phillips and Cragun (2010) shows that, between 
1972 and 2000, nearly 93 percent of Mormon respondents who reported being LDS in 
1972 were still members when they were surveyed again in 2000. Between 2001 and 
2010, this number had fallen to about 64 percent (5). Young men are more likely to 
defect than young women, meaning that the Mormon Church has a surplus of women. 
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This is not, however, an uncommon phenomenon, as many Christian denominations have 
a surplus of women (Miller and Stark 1999). In Utah, women outnumber men three to 
two. As Phillips and Cragun explain,  
A large surplus of women in Utah can also have corrosive effects on Mormon 
religiosity. For example, because of skewed sex ratios, LDS women in the state 
are increasingly likely to marry non-Mormon men. Mixed faith marriages have 
higher divorce rates than when both partners share the same religion, and children 
born to such unions are less likely to remain in the church. Moreover, there are 
important theological considerations for women considering a non-Mormon mate, 
since mixed faith couples are not allowed to have a temple wedding, and only 
those married in the temple can achieve complete salvation within Mormonism. 
 
In the end, women in the church can have several options. They can meet and marry a 
worthy member and fulfill the ideal, they can remain single in order to leave the option 
open for a future temple marriage, or they can marry outside of the church. This last 
option affects their salvation, and was almost never considered by the rather orthodox 
Latter-day Saints in my sample. The second option, though not ideal, was very much a 
reality for many of the women in my sample. Most, however, simply realized that they 
had to compete in the Mormon marriage market if they had any hope of a temple 
marriage. As Chloe Davis put it, “we have to work harder, be more intelligent, have 
better clothes, be better cooks. We have to have the whole shebang.” This fact creates 
something of an unnatural dating environment.  
Without a doubt, women enter into the dating world at a disadvantage.  While 
men work to achieve ideal manhood, their only real concern is an inability in themselves 
to meet expectations, for women, a shortage of worthy LDS men means that whether or 
not they can meet the standard of ideal womanhood matters less than whether they can 
find an appropriate (doctrinally sanctioned) partner.  
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The competition women face in the dating world affects them at every stage of 
their single lives, but is perhaps most influential in the years following their graduation 
from high school, a result, in part, of the church’s historical lack of attention to female 
missionary work. Instead of being called to a mission by God, as men are, women are 
given the choice to serve on a mission, and are encouraged to pray to God for guidance 
before making their decision. God may not call women to a mission automatically, as he 
does men, but that does not mean women do not choose to go. Twenty-seven percent of 
the women in my sample (12 of 44) had been sister missionaries. By comparison, 88 
percent of the men in my sample (23 of 26) had served missions. Instead of preparing for 
a mission, most women are encouraged by the church and by the larger community to 
begin dating. Again, knowledge of the scarcity of worthy LDS men leads family, friends, 
and church leaders to promote marriage over other options for women, especially while 
they are still young. 
Many of the women in my sample sought to marry young, and thus developed 
strategies to find an eternal companion. One such strategy was to maintain previous 
relationships with men who went on missions, despite the distance. Nearly all of the 
women in my sample wrote to missionaries. Indeed, it was the only way they -- or anyone 
else, for that matter -- could maintain connections to men on missions.52 Missionaries are 
not allowed to use the phone except on Christmas and Mother’s Day. Young women left 
behind by missionaries often write to them in an attempt to maintain ties to “their 
missionary.” Of the women I interviewed for this project, 66 percent (29 of 44) had 
                                                
52 Missionaries are becoming more accessible now as the church allows them to email and to have blogs. 
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written at least one missionary in their life. This is one way that young women can take 
charge of their search for an eternal companion. Many have some sense of what it will be 
like when their former love interest returns from a mission. In reality, though, two years 
was simply too long for most women to wait. In the majority of cases, the same women 
were married to someone else when “their missionary” returned.  
Due to the difficulties associated with maintaining relationships with 
missionaries, women in my sample developed other strategies as well. Some women, like 
Sammy Gilbreath, a Utah resident married at the age of 19, wanted to get married and 
start a family as soon as possible after high school. Her strategy was to date men several 
years older than her, who had already returned from their missions and were, presumably, 
ready to settle. Seated comfortably in the living room of her brand new condominium, her 
eight-month-old son in her arms, she explained:  
I didn’t really have a lot of goals in my life beyond marriage. All of my friends 
went to college, BYU or UVU, but I just didn’t want to go. I worked at [a clothing 
store] for a while and then at my friend’s mom’s store. Then I met [John]. He was 
all that I wanted. Um, tall [laughter], cute – I’m kidding. He had just gotten back 
from his mission and he was really interested in starting a family. It was, like, 
perfect.  
 
For Sammy, happiness, success, and salvation were to be achieved by way of a young 
marital relationship and starting her family early.  
 For others, immediate marriage simply wasn’t a part of their life plan. Though 
they almost always hoped to find an eternal companion, many of the women in my 
sample expressed a desire to complete their education first. Even so, their knowledge of 
the limited number of men available to them was hardly forgotten; rather, they knew that 
their proposed life plan would likely put them at a disadvantage when they were ready to 
    
 
121 
 
marry, but found that their need to develop into the kind of person who could contribute 
to society and be a good mother outweighed the urge to marry early. 
As Lucia Bailey explained in her interview, “No one wants an uneducated mother. 
I wanted to be the kind of mom who could have good talks with my kids about all sorts of 
things, so I focused on getting an education.” Hers was a common perspective. For many 
women, education was seen as a way of nurturing in them the kind of character that could 
contribute to the family. Problems arose as women began to “age out” of the dating 
scene. Often the woman who chose to focus on her education did so at the peril of her 
relationships, and soon found herself in the less-than-desirable position of the “old maid.” 
As Chloe Davis put it, “Being a 21-year-old unmarried Mormon girl for us is like being a 
50-year-old never married woman for everyone else. People pity you.” For many such 
women, missionary work became at this point a more viable option. This is not to say that 
every woman who ever went on a mission did so because she was not already married, 
but the fact that she was not made the possibility of serving on a mission that much more 
attractive. Many of the women in my sample who went on missions had always wanted to 
serve and thus felt called to it. Those who found mates prior to the age at which women 
could serve typically chose to stay home and get married, while those who had not yet 
found a partner took the opportunity to go. Those women who served on missions, as 
well as a few of those who did not, ended up focusing more on their educations and 
careers than on cultivating relationships that could eventually become eternal 
partnerships. This last group of women-- the older single demographic -- is discussed in 
greater detail in chapter five. 
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Dating in Practice 
In the years just after high school and after the mission members make every 
effort to couple. The most obvious structural advantage that Latter-day Saints have over 
the rest of the American population is the segregation of single members into their own 
wards. Singles wards are congregations made up of all the single members in a 
geographical region. The only married members in the congregations are those who serve 
on the bishopric and their wives. It is their duty, not only to develop the spiritual lives of 
single members, but also to encourage coupling for all. In fact, save for the sacrament 
meeting, which takes place during the first hour of church, the only real goal of the 
singles ward is to foster relationships between members. After the sacrament meeting, 
members break up into Sunday school groups, where they are taught lessons through 
scripture. In some singles wards, relationship building is a major topic discussed in 
Sunday school. In the third hour, when men and women split up into Relief Society and 
Priesthood meetings, conversations about relationships may continue, even if unofficially. 
 Singles wards are typically described by members as necessary and effective, but 
problematic. Members both enjoy the ease of connecting to their peers and are frustrated 
by the pressures they face within the singles-only environment. For some of the men and 
women in my sample, having the singles ward available as a resource was important to 
their overall experience as a single person. More often than once I heard it said that the 
social aspects of the singles ward were invaluable to its members. As Michael Ahearn 
explained it to me,  
It is not easy to be single, for anyone. My friends at work who are single, you 
know, non-Mormons, have a tough time, too. I mean I don't know, there’s a lot of 
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pressure for us but everyone wants someone. Meeting people sucks, especially 
when you’re 35, Mormon or not. Those guys go to bars; we go to church. 
 
Mormon values, in that they are both based in the strict guidelines of the church and 
sanctioned by the larger Mormon community, are effective at keeping single members 
from engaging in secular dating rituals. Instead, Mormons create their own rituals. 
During the course of my fieldwork in Utah and New England, I was able to attend some 
of these singles-based events. The most common activity for singles was the “mix and 
mingle,” an event usually held just after the last hour of church on Sunday in the 
meetinghouse’s gym. In both Utah and New England the mix and mingles I attended 
were all very similar. While each congregation had its own, slightly different approach, 
the basics were the same – food, (non-alcoholic) drinks, and conversation. Its aim was 
simple: to provide a fun, informal setting in which members could get to know other 
members, something difficult for them to do while sitting passively in pews or folding 
chairs during meetings. The mix and mingle and other events seemed to be most effective 
in wards where the population was somewhat transient. In other words, in wards where 
membership stayed the same, fewer relationships were seen to develop; in wards where 
people frequently moved in and out, more relationships formed. As Jack Powers, a single 
New Englander, put it, “It’s always fun to check out the new additions in the fall. When 
school starts and the new crop of Mormon transplants come in, the dating season begins.” 
However according to Powers, the excitement does not usually last long,  
It becomes clear almost immediately what their [the new members of the ward] 
intentions are when they come in. If someone is looking for a relationship, they 
usually hook up with someone right away. If they are not, they just become one of 
the crowd.  
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Family Home Evening events (FHE) and game nights were also staples in many 
of the singles wards I observed. FHE is an important time set aside each week for 
families to be together. Monday nights, then, become a sort of extension of the church 
experience. Mothers and fathers teach their children lessons, sing songs with them, and 
teach them the importance of prayer. Single members often work to replicate these 
experiences, putting on events each week that resembles the FHE experience. My data 
show that the older the single person gets, the less likely they are to attend ward FHE 
events. While FHEs are not always well-attended, other types of events tend to draw a 
large crowd. Game nights, for example, were particularly exciting at the singles wards I 
observed. 
One very cold night in New England, I trudged through the snow and ice to attend 
a trivia night at the local singles ward. When I arrived there many smiling faces greeted 
me. About 40 men and women stood in the back of a gymnasium, gathered around tables 
covered with homemade baked goods and some of my favorite Trader Joe’s treats. In the 
center of the room, chairs were set up to face a rolling white board positioned between 
six chairs -- three on one side, three on the other -- and facing the audience. After about 
30 minutes of casual conversation, which focused mainly on the subjects of work, school, 
and mutual friends, a short, well-dressed woman positioned herself in front of the 
whiteboard and said, “We are going to get started.” Prior to that moment, the crowd was 
mixed, but upon hearing this, it immediately quieted and walked to the rowed seating, 
where, without any guidance whatsoever on the matter, men and women segregated 
themselves by gender. The men sat almost exclusively on one side and the women on the 
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other. The only deviation was by a man (I guessed he was in his early 30s) who had 
apparently been chatting with a group of women before the event began.  
The organizer asked the crowd to form groups of three. These were almost always 
single gender. Then the groups went head-to-head, answering trivia questions until one of 
the groups received a total of three points, at which point the “winning” group prepared 
to take on another team. This process continued until one of the teams was triumphant 
over all the others. The first thing that struck me about the game was that questions were 
very difficult. They focused on a wide range of topics, including history, biology, popular 
culture, literature, etc., but did not include church history or scripture as one might expect 
– indeed as I myself had expected. In fact, aside from the fact that the event was held in a 
church meetinghouse, it did not feel like a religious event at all. And yet, the game was as 
recognizably Mormon to me as I imagine that “Mormon smile” is to outsiders. I am 
certain that was intentional. 
In addition to regular events that take place within specific wards, the church also 
supports stake-wide and occasional church-wide events for singles, among them dances, 
firesides, dinners, and adult singles conferences. These events are meant to bring single 
members from different regions together to meet (and hopefully) couple. In attendance 
are never-married people of all ages, widowed members, and divorced members.53As has 
probably become clear, singles wards and singles events in the church offer an organized 
and informal venue for single members to get together and share experiences. It may not 
be easy to be single, but Latter-day Saints are using their resources to make it easier – or 
                                                
53 Previously married members may only attend if their divorces are finalized. 
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at least, to make the transitioning time between singleness and marriage easier.  
Not all those I spoke with were happy with the experiences they had had in 
singles wards. Some, like Jack Powers, felt that the singles ward was simply “a way to 
keep unmarried people from tainting the family wards.” According to the single people in 
my sample – some of whom had spent time in a family ward and some of whom had not -
- unmarried people seemed a thing to be feared in the church. According to Eliza 
Christopherson, a 34-year-old woman who attended the family ward I observed for over 
two years in New England, “they [members of her church] don’t really know what to do 
with me. I end up being very busy in my ward. I think they assume that because I don’t 
have a family, I can take on a lot more church work.” Others expressed similar concerns: 
While the segregation of single members was a good way to connect people, it also 
created a “strange divide among members” they did not like.  
A second concern was that some members did not “feel the spirit” in singles ward 
sacrament meetings. Having moved many times in her adult life, Chloe Davis had spent 
time in a lot of different singles wards throughout the United States, and was able to 
answer some of my questions about the singles wards of which she had been a part. 
Speaking to the fact that the majority of members in singles wards are younger and have 
less “real world experience” to apply to their knowledge of the scripture, Chloe told me 
that “there just isn’t the kind of wisdom available in the singles ward that you would see 
in a family ward.”  
Singles ward experiences varied depending on geographic location. Once their 
college days are behind them and single members have dispersed to pursue graduate 
    
 
127 
 
education and career opportunities throughout the United States, dating becomes much 
more complicated. Within Utah and the Intermountain West, where Mormon populations 
are the highest in the nation, singles wards thrive. However, beyond those regions, 
singles wards may be few and far between, and even those that do exist may not have the 
numbers that would statistically suggest significant match-ups. A number of my 
respondents had studied or worked outside of Utah and the Western United States, and 
expressed frustration at their inability to meet people, despite efforts made by the church 
to connect single members. One respondent from New England had gone to graduate 
school in Minnesota. Her local ward there consisted of 17 single members, who often had 
to drive a few hours to “mingle” with the larger cohort of single members found in a 
much bigger city. Essentially, geography matters, which is why many retreat to those 
regions of the U.S. they know to have high Mormon populations. The church, then, faces 
several distinct kinds of challenges. First, there are too few eligible mates in the more 
scattered regions of the country. Second, too little attention is paid to what happens once 
one is out of college and past the prime-mating season.  
In the end, however, and despite some hesitation on their part, the men and 
women in my sample seemed to feel that the benefits of the singles ward outweighed its 
drawbacks. Their indecision is, I think, due to the fact that the ideal remains the goal for 
most, and the singles ward and its events create more opportunities for single members to 
couple than would a more integrated system but, in a great many cases, the singles ward 
does not benefit its members at all. Invariably, some will fall through the cracks or age 
out of the singles ward, having then to find a place for themselves within a married ward. 
    
 
128 
 
This leaves them without the connections that the singles ward provides.  
Expectations Not Met 
 
What is expected of members of the LDS church has changed significantly over 
the years, but the doctrine of celestial marriage has remained central to its identity. The 
contemporary conception of ideal womanhood and manhood within the church continues 
to be based on gender complementarity, even in the context of a society where the views 
on marriage and expectations about gender have changed dramatically. But in fact, 
though many Latter-day Saints report wanting to follow the ideal path, many do not. For 
some, not following the ideal path is intentional, for others it is the result of circumstance 
or “bad luck.” Either way, alternative paths are almost always deemed a failure on the 
individual’s part, rather than a failure of the institution.  
The LDS church takes a formal position on matters of this sort. It has come to the 
church’s attention, in recent years, that its members are struggling to meet expectations. 
Specifically, the past decade has brought about serious conversations about the path to 
marriage. In one of the more notorious discussions on the topic, Elder Dallin Oaks, a 
member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles and former president of Brigham Young 
University, “counseled” young members of the church on dating, courtship, and marriage 
in a 2005 lecture given to a group of young, single adults in Oakland, California.54 
During his talk, “Dating Versus Hanging Out,” he stated that “the average age at 
marriage has increased in the last few decades, and the number of children born to LDS 
married couples has decreased.” Marriage and childbearing, two of the most important 
                                                
54 An excerpt from the talk was later published in the June 2006 edition of the monthly LDS magazine 
Ensign.  
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covenants Mormons make, appeared to be threatened, and so the church responded. In an 
attempt to emphasize changes in dating and courtship, Oaks pointed out the differences 
between the experiences of young people today and those of their parents and 
grandparents. “The old fashioned date was a wonderful way to get acquainted with a 
member of the opposite sex,” Oaks said. “It encourages you to see how you treat others 
and how you are treated in a one-on-one situation. It gave opportunities to learn how to 
initiate and sustain a mature relationship. None of that happens in hanging out” (Oaks, 
2006:12). He then went on to say,  
Men, if you have returned from your mission and you are still following the boy-
girl patterns you were counseled to follow when you were 15, it is time for you to 
grow up.... Young women, resist too much hanging out, and encourage dates that 
are simple, inexpensive, and frequent. Don’t make it easy for young men to hang 
out in a setting where you women provide the food. Don’t subsidize freeloaders. 
An occasional group activity is OK, but when you see men who make hanging out 
their primary interaction with the opposite sex, I think you should lock the pantry 
and bolt the front door. If you do this, you should also hang up a sign, “Will open 
for individual dates,” or something like that” (Ensign June 2006:10-16). 
 
“Hanging out” represents, to the LDS leadership, the influence of the larger “American 
culture” on Mormonism and a move away from the ideal Mormon manhood and 
womanhood. Very recently, Mauss (2011) has argued that Mormons may be entering into 
a new era, in which they will move toward greater assimilation once again, meaning the 
LDS church is determined to maintain its distinctiveness from secular society. Mormons 
are especially proud of their ability to maintain traditional family values, leading them to 
want to protect this difference above all else. The path to eternal marriage has been paved 
with messages about what is appropriate and inappropriate. As a result, men and women 
who do not become positive examples of the ideal Mormon experience become 
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marginalized in the community. They serve as negative examples, as failures, their role 
similar to that of the “wayward puritans” Kai Erickson (1966) discussed in his study of 
deviance. Following Durkheim’s work, Erickson explained that negative examples were 
necessary to the identity of the early New England settlement, just as deviance was 
necessary for the maintenance of a coherent social order. Deviance is important in the 
LDS church, too. Here, members are taught to recognize unacceptable behaviors and to 
avoid them; however in the case of marriage, intentions matter a great deal. Choosing not 
to marry may be a deviant act in that it deviates from the normal life course trajectory for 
a Mormon, but the reason for not marrying is taken into account as well. Gender also 
affects the perception of deviance. 
Mormon men and women alike experience the cultural and structural 
consequences of their faith, and on an everyday basis. This they describe as “being stuck 
between worlds.” They feel lost in liminality. But, as I will explain in the section to 
follow, there are varying degrees of liminality in the church. For example, men have 
more chances to succeed, so if they do not, people in their community may think it is 
their fault. At the same time, people recognize that there are more built-in obstacles in the 
lives of women, so they may not be blamed for falling short. Men and women who do not 
follow an ideal path are seen as either unsettled or lost. Both are marginalized in the 
Mormon community, but in very different ways. 
Unsettled and Lost Men in the LDS Church 
Following the path laid out for him by the church and the Mormon culture that 
surrounds him ensures a man’s continual connection to the religious community and 
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guarantees his salvation. The ideal path is clearly defined, and a man who fits the ideal 
model of manhood may fulfill all of these duties without much effort on his part. Prior to 
the mission, his manhood is wrapped up in his desire to embark upon the most important 
spiritual journey that a Mormon man can undertake. During the mission, his manhood is 
measured by his ability to spread the gospel and to gain (or strengthen) testimony. But it 
is primarily what happens after the mission that begins to define him as a Mormon man.  
Still, not all men in the church are able to follow this path. For various reasons, 
some men either do not find (or look for) a suitable eternal companion, or their marriages 
end, leaving men single once again. While such circumstances may indeed have them 
straying from their given path, it does not necessarily mean that they fall outside the 
bounds of the church. Men in positions such as these are accepted, but ultimately seen as 
“unsettled” individuals. So long as their overall goal is to get back on the righteous path 
toward coupling, unsettled men are not marginalized in the church.  
Martin Leon, a 40-year-old “successful businessman” with whom I spoke in New 
England, is a good example of the unsettled man. After spending about 20 years dating, 
Martin felt that he was a great candidate to discuss dating in the LDS church. He had 
been “close to marriage many times” but never made it to the temple. By his own 
admission, he “spent too much time working on a career,” which, he was eager to share 
with me, had been “worth it.” But when asked how being single for all of these years had 
affected his position in the church, he said, 
It hasn’t. I mean I usually attend a singles ward, not a family ward, so I guess that 
is an effect, but no one really ever harasses me. It’s like, as long as I am on the 
market and I haven’t given up completely no one cares if I am single. They just 
want to know that I am trying. Seriously, the girls around here, they don’t want 
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me to stop trying either. [Laughing] [My bishop] never really bothers me about it 
in my temple recommend interview. He just jokes and says, “When are you going 
to settle down?” 
 
The message transmitted here is clear: So long as men want to be an ideal member of the 
church, and have the potential to become one, their unsettled position is unthreatening.  
 Unsettlement, it seems, becomes a threat only when men do not exhibit the 
appropriate desire to fulfill the duties of ideal manhood. In those cases where a member 
resists the ideal path to manhood, he becomes marginalized, or “lost.” Specifically, men 
who exhibit little or no desire to marry or father children are seen as a threat to the 
Mormon community. In most cases, a man in this position would feel so marginalized 
that he would either leave the church or systematically be pushed out through 
excommunication or disfellowship. The most obvious example of the lost man is one who 
identifies himself as gay or engages in sexual relationships with other men. Though the 
LDS church describes same-sex attraction as “a powerful inclination,” they also consider 
same-gender relationships to be a great sin. Like many conservative religions, the LDS 
church says, “If they do not act upon these inclinations, then they can go forward as do 
all other members of the Church. If they violate the law of chastity and the moral 
standards of the Church, then they are subject to the discipline of the Church, just as 
others are” (Hinckley 1998:71). Therefore, if a man chooses to date another man, he 
would clearly be going outside of the norms of the church. His acts would push him to its 
margins and even outside of those boundaries. Choosing to date outside of the church or 
to engage in sexual relationships while dating would affect a man’s position in the church 
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as well.55 His fundamental identity in the church -- manhood -- would be denied, and his 
ability to participate in the benefits of membership would be lost. 
Unsettled and Lost Women in the LDS church 
For men, then, membership and comfort in the church is wrapped up in the 
abilities to follow an ideal path, or at least to be perceived as desirous of an ideal 
experience. For women, the story is different. Women can also become unsettled or lost, 
but the church’s reaction to such women is unlike its reaction to lost and unsettled men. 
Unsettlement for women is the result of personal choices and circumstance, but is also, I 
contend, the result of contradicting messages heard over the past fifty years.  
In the 1960s and 70s, a second wave of feminism greatly changed American 
women’s lives. More women entered the workforce at this time than at any other in our 
nation’s history, more educational opportunities became available for women, and 
significant advances were made in reproductive rights. By the 1980s, however, there had 
developed a “backlash” against feminism and all of its achievements (Faludi 1991). 
People argued that newly established rights for women had contributed to the demise of 
the family, the loss of masculinity in men, and the overall deterioration of society and the 
economy. The “post-feminist” society, then, became a problematic environment. Leaders 
in gender-traditional religions were among the first to assert that “returning” to the 
traditional family model was the only way to reinstate America’s moral values (Coontz 
                                                
55 It might seem that dating outside of the LDS church would prove a significant temptation for members, 
but my data did not indicate this. Given the fact that my sample includes mostly very active, very orthodox 
members, celestial marriage remained of great importance to their Mormon identity. Marrying outside of 
the church would not only jeopardize their salvation, but would affect negatively their social position in the 
Mormon community. Of course, many probably do marry outside of the church, but those people, as I 
argue here, soon find themselves removed from the community.  
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2000; 2006). 
Changes and conflicts in the larger society were inevitably felt within the LDS 
Church as well. Despite the church’s efforts to impede secular influences on the LDS 
family structure, there were mixed responses from within to the changes taking place 
without. For the most part, women in the LDS church remained rooted in the private 
sphere, but a small minority of Mormons came out as feminists. Since the 1970s, then, 
womanhood has been a frequently discussed topic in the church. Though an essentialist 
perspective is most often used to describe gender, church leaders have expressed 
contradicting views on women’s responsibilities in the family and in the church. 
Messages surrounding the notion of ideal womanhood have become somewhat mixed. 
LDS womanhood has historically been dictated by theological explanations of 
gender. Women are to be obedient to fathers, husbands, God, and the church. This was 
especially true in the post-war era as the LDS church moved away from assimilation and 
toward retrenchment (Mauss 1994).56 Like so many other women in the United States at 
the time, they followed the post-war economic boom to a return to the “cult of 
domesticity.” In the subsequent women’s liberation movement that swept secular 
America, however, women in the Mormon community remained at home. The problem 
that had no name (Friedan 1963) remained (mostly) anonymous.57 As long as women 
                                                
56 Prior to the Second World War, LDS women lived complex lives. Their identities were further 
complicated as they shifted from plural families to single-wife households. They also moved out of the 
public domain, where women played a significant role in the Mormon Zion. As they become more 
mainstream, LDS women became solely domestic. 
57 During the early 1970s, women became acutely aware of their discontent and began in earnest to do 
something about it. Mormons, for the most part, were not involved in the movement. In fact, in a 2009 
meeting with a BYU professor who teaches courses known to draw women, I learned that young married 
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were dutiful members of the church, married young, had many children, and served their 
husbands well, they were deemed respectable. Officially, the patriarchal structure of the 
church continued to sanction a “separate but equal” model. Women were important to the 
success of the church, but their most valuable roles were (and are) those of the wife and 
mother. After the women’s movement in the 1970s, the ill effects of feminism were often 
discussed in the church, and “women’s leadership roles were brought more firmly under 
the priesthood” (Bushman 2006:112). Mormon women became a focus of the church’s 
efforts to remain counter to the changes taking place in secular society.  
But, as one might expect, some women fought back against the pressure to fulfill 
the role of the perfect Mormon housewife. It was at this point that the feminist minority 
in the LDS church became much more active and vocal. Their goal was to attempt fully 
to understand the LDS church’s position on women’s issues in an historical perspective. 
At a time when intellectualism was on the rise in the LDS church, men and women alike 
explored the depths of the church’s history and doctrine in order to better make sense of 
their religious tradition. Intellectuals’ emphasis on Joseph Smith’s possible 
pronouncement that women should hold the priesthood, together with Brigham Young’s 
encouragement that everyone should be educated, left permanent marks on the 
experiences of women (Cornwall 2001). Thus, the gender-traditional nature of the church 
was (albeit by a small minority of members) brought into question. Feminist Mormons 
attempted to add to knowledge about Mormon women’s standpoints, telling stories of 
women throughout history and in contemporary society. They argued for the ordination 
                                                                                                                                            
women have only recently begun to discuss (at least in the classroom) the isolation associated with the 
domestic lives they lead. 
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of women (Hanks 1992), the acknowledgment of “mother in heaven” (Wilcox 1992), and 
the promotion of women in scripture (Charles 1992). Some of these women later faced 
disciplinary actions, but already they had made an impact on the church.58  
With the pursuit of knowledge came many questions. What does it mean to be a 
woman in the LDS church? What is the most important part of modern womanhood? Do 
women have authority equal to men in the church? Of course, such questions are, for the 
most part, impossible to answer. The result is contradicting messages given by the church 
and the family. This was especially true in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, when the church 
was attempting to maintain its peculiarity by fighting against internal questioning and 
combating secular influences. The efforts of the church to restrict certain beliefs and 
practices among its members had the opposite effect: instead they produced more 
“deviance.” In their 2001 study, Iannaccone and Miles found that the church had, at the 
time, responded to changes in women’s roles and had given more attention to women’s 
issues then than it did before the 1970s. They explain that 
The content of the church’s response was neither predominately positive nor 
predominantly negative. Rather, short-run resistance to accelerated social change 
overlaid a pattern of long run accommodation (281). 
 
 The messages, then, were inconsistent. As Iannaccone and Miles have said, “the 
church’s statements about women have evolved in such a way that the traditional ideal is 
reaffirmed even as new roles and behaviors are accommodated” (281). Thus, there are 
two kinds of contradictions inherent in the structure: The first is an overlay of traditional 
                                                
58 The three women who excommunicated in September 1993, known as the September Six, are perhaps the 
best known of these women. Lynne Kanavel Whitesides, Maxine Hanks, and Lavina Fielding Anderson, 
along with Michael Quinn, Paul Toscano, and Avraham Gileadi, all faced disciplinary action for critical 
intellectualism. 
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rhetoric over actual changes. The second is completely inconsistent messages. Women’s 
reactions to conflicting messages ranged from frustration to confusion to compliance. 
They were told to “prepare for their future by gaining marketable skills” by apostle James 
Faust in 1986 and that “a mother’s calling is in the home,” by President Ezra Taft Benson 
just six months later (1987). In the face of such contradictory and confusing messages, 
Mormon women wondered if ever they could “have it all.”59 
Chadwick and Garrett (1996) found in their study that many faithful women were 
unhappy with the mixed messages they received from the church, especially regarding 
their employment.60 Their findings suggest that women wanted to be devoted and 
obedient but did not have a clear enough sense of what was expected of them. The 
women in the study felt that while motherhood as a vocation was stressed in the church, 
homemakers were often ignored and career women honored. Thus, women were left to 
conform to an ideal that was not clearly stated nor defined. Women went to school, got 
graduate degrees, and began careers all with the understanding that the church condoned 
(and even promoted) this type of personal advancement. It was important for women to 
have these kinds of experiences even if they planned to leave their careers behind to 
establish families. The fact that many Mormon women who choose this path do leave the 
workforce to raise their children indicates the power of so contradictory a set of messages 
as these. If a woman’s value were based solely on her status as a wife and mother, she 
would not be likely to enter into the workforce as frequently as she does. Along those 
                                                
59 It is important to recognize that the Mormon woman’s experience is in many ways a mere microcosm of 
what most women in  the developed world experience. Particularly interesting in the case of the Latter-day 
Saints is the fact that Mormon womanhood is institutionalized (Cornwall 2001). 
60 Employment is a salient topic because of the very visible Mormon fight against the ERA in the 1970s. 
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same lines, if careers for women were explicitly celebrated, more women (even those 
with children) would remain in the workforce for longer. 
The confusion generated around women’s roles and expectations during this 
generation obviously affected later ones, just as confusion manifested in this generation 
about gender will doubtless affect those to come. Many of the respondents in this study 
talked openly to me about their desire to be “more than a mother.” Many wanted (or 
already had) successful careers. But many also wanted to be stay-at-home mothers. The 
conflict was visible in them.  
 Even today, Mormon women are receiving mixed messages about Mormon 
womanhood. They are told to pursue marriage and motherhood above all things, but also 
that education and careers are important. This leaves Mormon women confused about 
their own experiences. My data indicate that women seek to follow the path to ideal 
womanhood, but simultaneously strive to be “called women” and “career women” as 
well. These two identities are not always possible within the confines of marriage as they 
are for men. Thus, women in the church have to choose what is most important to them, 
and, though most women would say that they prefer the ideal path, many women, by 
choice or default, end up as career or called women. But being unsettled does not 
necessarily mean marginalization for women, as it does for men. Put simply, those 
women who do remain unsettled are expected to be diligent in other aspects of their lives.  
Like men, women who are more than simply unsettled can become lost in the 
church. This occurs most often when a woman chooses to leave the church in pursuit of 
marriage to a non-Mormon man or when she engages in a sexual relationship with 
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someone of the same gender. Women who are not happy with the dating experiences 
they’ve had in the church or those who are simply not interested in the Mormon men they 
know may indeed go looking for someone outside the church. Charlotte Becker, a 
married woman I interviewed for a different project, was married to a man who was not a 
member of the church and showed no interest in converting. As a result, she did not 
attend church often and was obviously distant from the rest of the congregation when she 
did attend. While she had not yet left the church at the time of our interview, the church 
and the Mormon community, she told me, impacted her everyday life very little. But, for 
the most part, women in my sample did not want to go outside the church to find a mate 
and thus remained single. 
 Men and women who do not achieve the ideal expectations of the church may be 
understood and even treated differently by the church leadership and by the Mormon 
community, but all are affected daily by their singleness. Being single in the church is a 
visible failure, one that affects the identity of a Mormon person deeply. Their struggle is 
with the knowledge that they are not fulfilling their earthly duties and will not therefore 
attain the highest level of heaven upon their deaths. 
Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I have shown that the doctrine of celestial marriage has remained 
central to the development of an ideal Mormon identity since the establishment of the 
LDS church. Men and women have very specific duties in life. These are enforced by the 
Mormon community, the LDS church, and even God himself. Education, missionary 
work, the development and strengthening of the testimony, proper dating, temple 
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marriage, parenthood, and financial success are among the most important aspects of 
ideal Mormon manhood and womanhood. The men and women I interviewed had worked 
diligently to live up to the standards set by their church. Some were successful in this 
endeavor, while others, even those who struggled to do so, simply could not meet such 
high expectations.  
 The structure of the church, the strength of the Mormon community, and the 
closeness of the Mormon family were all beneficial to and problematic for those working 
toward the ideal goal. Church-based universities, lifelong religious education programs, 
the organization of members into distinct wards, and highly developed programming for 
single members contributed to the success of Latter-day Saints as well as the failures. 
Though the successes were often attributed to the church structure or community support, 
the failures (especially those of men) were almost always attributed to the individual. In 
the next two chapters, these “successes” and “failures” will be examined more closely. 
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Chapter Four 
 
Then Comes Marriage 
 
Creating an Eternal Bond and Leaving Behind the Law of Chastity 
 
Preface 
Looking once again at the address written in my small notebook, I worried that I 
may have written it down incorrectly. The house looked nothing like that of a young 
married couple. Instead it showed signs of years of inhabitation. There were plants lining 
the walkway and a fixer-upper car in the driveway covered by an old blue tarp with a 
pool of water in the spot where the hood should have been. After convincing myself that 
my impressions were probably incorrect, I walked up to the small green and white house 
and knocked on the door. The door opened in a matter of seconds, as if the person had 
been waiting for me to knock. “Can I help you?” a small elderly woman said in an 
equally small voice. I told her I was there to meet with Brynlee George and asked her if 
she knew where I might find her. “Oh honey, you are looking for my grandson’s wife, 
she lives downstairs.” She pointed to a set of three steps located on the side of the house 
and said, “Just knock there.” I did just that and was greeted by a young woman (whom I 
later discovered was 20 years old) wearing a BYU sweatshirt and shorts. Walking down 
the carpeted staircase into the basement apartment of Nate and Brynlee George, I had to 
navigate stacked boxes and the remnants of silver wrapping paper strewn across the floor. 
I realized then that the woman I would soon be interviewing about dating, courtship, and 
marriage had only recently wed. Brynlee invited me to sit on a shabby green couch and 
offered me some water. I conducted the interview just as I had the many before it. We 
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talked about her life generally, her faith, her experiences with dating, her engagement, 
and even her marriage, which I found out at that point was only a month long.  
Brynlee George grew up in a beach city in Southern California with a “loving 
family” and a “gaggle” of siblings. Throughout her childhood, her father ran a successful 
business, while her mother stayed at home to raise seven children. Her mother was the 
“queen bee” in the house but as the oldest girl, Brynlee often helped with the “day to day 
stuff that kept [their] big family afloat.” Laughing about her experience as a “co-mother,” 
Brynlee said, “My mom needed my help to keep the crazy away.” When she left 
California for Utah to attend BYU, she had great expectations for herself. She wanted to 
earn a “valuable degree, not in family studies or something like that,” and to find a 
husband. At BYU she did just that.  
Brynlee explained to me that she was never serious with anyone until the 
beginning of her sophomore year when she met Nate, her future husband, but before that 
she was “always on the lookout for someone.” She frequently participated in singles ward 
events and attended institute classes as a way of remaining active in her endeavor to find 
a husband. Then, it happened. One September night at an institute class her effort was 
rewarded. Nate was a recently returned missionary originally from Utah who was also 
actively pursuing potential companions. Within days the two were spending much of 
their time together. Brynlee spoke about this time in her relationship with great 
enthusiasm. The story had clearly been recounted again and again in the time since she 
had first met Nate. Her well-rehearsed narrative began with a “define the relationship” 
talk, 
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We had the DTR [define the relationship] talk, like, the second week in October. 
We only met at the end of September. We knew then that we wanted to get 
married, but we had to wait [to get engaged]. Nate is a traditional guy and he 
wanted to meet my parents.  
Brynlee’s family and friends were aware of her relationship with Nate and 
encouraged it. Her mom was particularly supportive, asking often when Nate was 
planning to propose. Knowing that Nate wanted to meet her family, Brynlee asked him to 
go home with her for Thanksgiving. He was hesitant at first, causing Brynlee to worry 
that he might be “getting sick of [her]” but, in the end, he agreed.  
The two arrived at Brynlee’s California home on the night before Thanksgiving. 
By the next day, her parents had professed their love for Nate. They told Brynlee they 
were “happy [she] found him.” After Thanksgiving dinner, the family celebrated 
Brynlee’s upcoming birthday, since she would not be able to see them on the actual day. 
The celebration being impromptu left her surprised when Nate told her later that he had a 
present waiting upstairs. At his request, she walked up the stairs to the spare bedroom in 
her parents’ very large home where Nate was staying during their visit. At first, she did 
not notice her little brother who followed her up the stairs. But, when he said, “Don’t 
close the door. Dad won’t like it…” she became suspicious. Her family did have a strict 
no closed-door policy, but her twelve-year-old brother usually “didn’t pay attention to 
what [she] was doing.” Leaving the door ajar, she sat down on the floor to open a 
beautifully wrapped package with a gold ribbon. 
 
It was a pair of boots. A pair I said I wanted, not even to Nate but to one of my 
roommates. I was excited to try them on but figured we should get back 
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downstairs. Honestly, I was disappointed right away because the box was too big 
for a ring. I may have been a little bit grumpy about it [gesturing with her index 
finger and thumb]. Then he stopped me and said, “Aren’t you going to try them 
on?” I didn’t want to offend him so I took them out of the box, took out the paper, 
and started to put them on. I got one on just fine but there was something in the 
toe. (Amy: An engagement ring?) Yep. Well, it was a box. It just had a note inside 
that said, “Will you marry me?” He had the ring in his pocket because he was 
afraid to leave it in the box on the flight. He got permission from my dad the night 
before and had just been building up the courage all day. 
Later, Brynlee found out that Nate had planned to propose in front of the whole family 
but “chickened out.” Despite his efforts to do so privately, the crowd that had developed 
at the top of the stairs captured Nate’s proposal. Brynlee’s brother’s request to have the 
door left open was orchestrated by their mother. The family even cheered when she said 
yes. 
Because her family typically spent Christmas in Utah each year and Nate’s family 
lived there, the couple decided to get married at Christmastime -- just one month after 
they were engaged and three months after meeting. Brynlee and Nate were married on a 
cold December day in a temple ceremony in one of Utah’s many temples. It was a simple 
affair with just a small celebration afterward. A larger celebration was planned for the 
following summer.  
Nate’s cousin, who had been living in his grandparents’ basement, had recently 
moved out, leaving a space available for another member of the family. Nate and Brynlee 
jumped at the chance to live together as soon as possible. Moving in just a few weeks 
before my visit with them, they had not even had the chance to unpack completely. But 
they had begun to think seriously about combining their lives. As Brynlee said, 
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Our transition to marriage was easy. We spent every second together, really every 
second, from the moment we met until our wedding three months later. Other than 
sleeping in the same place, our lives were already in sync. I feel like I knew his 
quirks before…they have been amplified a little but not really.... On [our wedding 
night] we were so relieved. It was so great to finally just be married, to be able to 
do what we wanted. It’s like you wait so long to get there and then it comes and 
you’re like, it was worth it...  
At that point in the interview, I approached the subject of the transition to marital 
sexuality. Brynlee then asked Nate to join us. Up until that point he had been lying on his 
bed in the small bedroom connected to the living room. He had not said anything during 
the first half of the interview, nor did Brynlee ask him to do so throughout. Nate got off 
the bed with a bit of a huff and sat on the floor near the couch where Brynlee and I had 
been sitting all along. Leaning back on an old entertainment center covered in dust and 
piled with books, DVDs, and a videogame console, Nate said, “Are you ready for me 
now?” Brynlee seemed to be excited to have her new husband in the room and even 
motioned for him to sit closer to her. He did not move.  
I looked back at Brynlee and asked her if she wanted to continue. She nodded and 
said, “I want [Nate] to be out here so he can talk about the changes that we’ve had to 
make in these last few weeks, too. It’s been very interesting.” Although I did not typically 
interview couples together, I found it intriguing that a respondent would want to include 
her spouse, especially given the newness of this experience for her.  
I went on with my questioning, asking them both what the transition to marital 
sexuality had been like for them. This question was intentionally vague. Without 
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hesitation Nate said, “All I can say is, I like it [sex]! I knew I would. And now that we 
can do it, we do it all the time!” Brynlee looked at Nate with a sort of “I can’t believe you 
just said that” look and then looked back at me. 
 
So far it has been interesting. We are both still students. I’m finishing up my 
degree in May and [Nate] has two more years. Nothing’s really changed. We do 
all the things we did before only now we live with each other and don’t have to go 
home early at the end of the night… 
 
Introduction 
 
Brynlee and Nate’s story is one of success in the LDS church. Their experience 
represents the “right” way of doing things. For following the ideal path set out for them 
by the church and their culture, it seems they were rewarded. Nate served a mission, 
found a good and worthy girl whose maternal accomplishments were obvious, and 
married her in the temple. Neither Nate nor Brynlee struggled with sexual temptation or 
sexual sin before marriage. Both had a tremendous amount of familial support and 
continue to follow the ideal path by pursuing educations and planning their future. So far 
in this dissertation I have explored the ideal Mormon experience with dating. Like 
Brynlee and Nate, many Latter-day Saints work hard to fit the ideal. They date with the 
right intention and then marry in the temple in order to live up to the strict standards of 
their church. The rigorous guidelines set by the church, and the cultural expectations 
supported by the religious community, promote specific behaviors in the dating world. 
My findings show that the theological mandate to marry influences members’ beliefs as 
they establish relationships. That is, as argued in the previous chapter, beliefs matter. In 
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this chapter, I contend that it is those very beliefs that dictate the formation of 
relationships and shape marital rapport.  
The LDS church and the Mormon culture emphasize “traditional families” and 
“traditional marriage” as a measure of success. Members strive to be married in the 
temple, to become fathers who provide for their family financially and mothers who stay 
at home with their children. Many achieve this ideal, though some do not. In the next 
section, I discuss the effects of the doctrinal mandate to marry and the cultural 
expectations around relationship formation. In short, this chapter explains how marriage 
works for Mormons. Tangible examples of the “successes” of the system are examined 
here.  
Institutionalization of the Family 
Prophetic and Doctrinal Commandments on Marriage 
 
Mormon belief and practice as they relate to family life have changed 
dramatically in the last century and a half. In the beginning, Smith’s public statements 
about marriage were simple. Arguing against Paul’s advice in I Corinthians 7, which 
states that celibacy is superior to marriage, Smith taught that heterosexual marriage is a 
commandment. At the time, this was not an unusual stance for a religious tradition to 
take. The LDS church diverged from other groups in 1831 when Smith claimed to have 
received a revelation about “celestial marriage.” The doctrine stated that families could 
be “sealed” together for time and all eternity, and that only those married in the temple 
could reach the highest level of heaven. This was eventually recorded in 1843 in the 
Doctrine and Covenants 132:19-22: 
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19 And again, verily I say unto you, if a man marry a wife by my word, which is 
my law, and by the new and everlasting covenant, ...Ye shall come forth in the 
first resurrection; ...and shall inherit thrones, kingdoms, principalities, and 
powers, dominions, ...and they shall pass by the angels, and the gods, which are 
set there, to their exaltation and glory in all things, as hath been sealed upon their 
heads, which glory shall be a fulness and a continuation of the seeds forever and 
ever. 
20 Then shall they be gods, because they have no end; therefore shall they be 
from everlasting to everlasting, because they continue; then shall they be above 
all, because all things are subject unto them. Then shall they be gods, because 
they have all power, and the angels are subject unto them. 
21 Verily, verily, I say unto you, except ye abide my law ye cannot attain to this 
glory. 
22 For strait is the gate, and narrow the way that leadeth unto the exaltation and 
continuation of the lives, and few there be that find it, because ye receive me not 
in the world neither do ye know me.  
 
As a result of the revelation, marriage became more than a commandment; it became a 
prerequisite for salvation and exaltation. The folk belief about families being reunited 
after death in heaven that was (and is) popular in so many Christian religious traditions, 
then, became doctrine in the Mormon Church. In Heaven: A History, Colleen McDannell 
and Bernhard Lang (1990) examine the images Christians have used throughout history 
to describe what happens after death. Their look at heaven as a concept is telling, as it 
replicates in many ways the history of our own world. Heaven, McDannell and Lang 
explain, has been understood within a variety of Christian traditions as a place of physical 
beauty where we rejoin family and friends. This theme has survived to the present in 
countless variations, but it is only doctrine for the LDS church. 
The revelation of celestial marriage, was not, however, simply meant for 
monogamous couples, at least not originally. In fact, celestial marriage was synonymous 
with plural marriage during the mid to late 1800s, when Joseph Smith interpreted his 
    
 
149 
 
revelation to mean that the church should emulate Old Testament prophets in the practice 
of plural marriage. For this reason, Smith did not make the revelation public right away. 
He knew it would not be easily accepted. Many historians have focused specifically on 
his fear that Emma, his wife, would not accept the revelation. In fact, Doctrine and 
Covenants 132:54, where the revelation was recorded in 1843 (twelve years after it was 
originally received by Smith), states, “And I command mine handmaid, Emma Smith, to 
abide and cleave unto my servant Joseph, and to none else. But if she will not abide this 
commandment she shall be destroyed, saith the Lord; for I am the Lord thy God, and will 
destroy her if she abide not in my law.” It is often reported that Emma did not agree with 
the revelation and upon receiving it in writing threw it into the fire. After her husband’s 
death, Emma did not follow Brigham Young and other members of the church to the new 
Zion. Instead, she helped her son establish the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (now know as the Community of Christ), which argued actively against 
plural marriage (Newell and Avery 1984).  
Emma was not the only one to disagree with the call to plural marriage. When 
Smith did finally make the revelation publically known, members and non-members alike 
opposed the practice. But, because Smith was the prophet through whom God spoke, 
members stood behind it. During the final years of Smith’s life, plural marriage went 
from being something practiced secretly by a select few in his immediate circle (mostly 
other religious leaders) to something practiced by most members. Of course, not all 
members embraced plural marriage, especially in the early years, and many continued to 
have monogamous relationships.  
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Outside the church, the practice was widely condemned. People who lived around 
the Mormon community in Missouri were especially hostile to the practice, and in 1844, 
their hostility came to a head in the prophet’s death. But Smith’s death was not the end of 
the practice. In fact, it was only the beginning. With Brigham Young’s leadership came 
pilgrimage to a new Zion (Utah’s Salt Lake Basin) and the continued promotion of the 
practice. It is said that in 1866, Brigham Young argued publically that plural marriage 
was a requirement for exaltation. He is quoted in the Journal of Discourses as saying 
“The only men who become Gods, even the Sons of God, are those who enter into 
polygamy” (268).61  
Polygamous families were central to the Mormon tradition until 1890, when 
Wilford Woodruff declared that the practice of plural marriage ended: 
Inasmuch as laws have been enacted by Congress forbidding plural marriages, 
which laws have been pronounced constitutional by the court of last resort, I 
hereby declare my intention to submit to those laws, and to use my influence with 
the members of the Church over which I preside to have them do likewise. 
  
There is nothing in my teachings to the Church or in those of my associates, 
during the time specified, which can be reasonably construed to inculcate or 
encourage polygamy; and when any Elder of the Church has used language which 
appeared to convey any such teaching, he has been promptly reproved. And I now 
publicly declare that my advice to the Latter-day Saints is to refrain from 
contracting any marriage forbidden by the law of the land (Doctrine and 
Covenants Official Declaration 1). 
This was not a revelation from God, but rather an attempt to make things right with the 
American government, so that Utah might be made a statehood. For that reason, it took 
                                                
61 The LDS church states explicitly on their website that the Journal of Discourses is not an official 
publication, but a compilation of sermons and other materials from the early years of the Church, which 
were transcribed and then published. Some of the material, the Church is quick to point out, may have been 
transcribed inaccurately.  
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years for members to disengage from the practice. Eventually, however, the practice 
disappeared and Mormons were slowly accepted by the larger American culture. Their 
acceptance did not come quickly or easily. In the years just after Woodruff’s statement, 
Mormon families either retreated to places that would accept plural marriage (usually 
Mexico or Canada) or tried to assimilate to the larger culture. The church itself broadly 
facilitated members’ assimilation to American approaches to family and marriage. 
Armand Mauss’ (1994) book, The Angel and the Beehive, explains what this time 
was like for members of the church. In it, he shows how, during the first half of the 20th 
century, Mormons actively fought against their “un-American” and “anti-American” 
identities. Assimilating in every way possible while also working to preserve their unique 
beliefs and practices, they eventually became embedded in the larger culture. They took 
the ideal American experience and made it their own. The often promoted “core values” 
of America – monogamy, heterosexuality, and patriarchy – became the Mormons’ core 
values as well. As they sought to achieve respectability within the larger culture, they 
eventually became “models of patriotic, law-abiding citizenship, sometimes seeming to 
“out American all other Americans” (Mauss 1994:22).  
The norms established at that time (at least, until the 1950s) persisted even as the 
church and its members retreated back into their “peculiar” roles. Rapid social change 
then precipitated a retrenchment process for the church. As Mauss explains it, during the 
1960s, when secular movements toward progressive and liberal ideologies seemed to be 
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changing the American experience, Mormons retreated from the larger culture, once 
again establishing themselves as peculiar. Instead of embracing the rapid social change 
that was taking place, they stayed out of the civil rights movement, fought against the 
women’s liberation movement (specifically the Equal Rights Amendment), and focused 
on the family. Today, mid-century conceptions of race and gender continue to be 
reflected in the ideals set forth by the church (especially with regard to marriage). 
Though the tradition is rooted in “the principle” of plural marriage, in current practice it 
is monogamy, endogamy, and fidelity that have remained central to the tradition. 
 
Idealizing and Sanctifying the “Traditional Family” in the LDS Church and Beyond 
The Mormons are just one of many groups to idealize the American mid-century 
family model. The 1950s in particular tends to be a culturally resonant time for many 
Americans. Our sense of nostalgia for the era has to do, I think, with the “sanctification” 
of marital and family relationships that occurred in the United States at the time, an event 
which impacts our understanding of the history of marriage and the structure of the 
family (Coontz 1992; Mahoney et al. 1999; Mahoney et al. 2003). Instead of 
understanding familial relationships within their historical context, Americans often 
idealize the “traditional family” as singular and ahistorical.62  
                                                
62 In her book, The Way We Never Were, Stephanie Coontz argues that when we pay close attention to the 
actual historical experiences of people in different time periods we see that our idealized version of the 
“traditional family” dissolves. Rather than being disciplined and stable, as popular lore suggests, colonial 
families suffered from the same disintegrative forces as the modern day family does. During the Victorian 
era, wives were confined to the home while men were sexually licentious. Slavery, child labor, and extreme 
poverty left many without the option of domesticity.  
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The period just after the Second World War is often cited for being the most 
romanticized time in our nation’s history (Coontz 1992; Cott 2000). At the time, rapid 
social change was underway: the economy was booming, men were returning home from 
the war, and women, who had previously held jobs out of the home as part of the war 
effort, were reverting back to their domestic duties. With women returning to the cult of 
domesticity, men were once more solely responsible for earning the family wage. This 
type of complementary arrangement tends to be venerated as the very model of the 
“traditional” family. But the reality of the time does not match our perceptions about it. 
Feminist scholars point out that the breadwinner/homemaker model existed only in 
certain kinds of communities, as many Americans did not have the means to live that 
kind of lifestyle. Within poor and minority families, women had always worked; they 
didn’t have a choice. Others draw our attention to the fact that many of those who lived 
such dichotomized lives were unhappy. Women, especially, felt oppressed by the 
boundaries of their domestic lifestyles, while men were often emotionally removed from 
their families (Coontz 1992; Friedan 1963).  
The model of the contemporary family is scrutinized with misguided and highly 
romanticized versions of the 1950s American family in mind. Many claim that our nation 
suffers from a lack of “family values.”63 The changes to “The Family” that have occurred 
                                                
63 Gender-traditional religious communities in particular have made it their duty to fight against the 
“disintegrating” model of the family. Evangelicals, Catholics, and Mormons have been especially vocal 
about the topic, pushing a family friendly political agenda. The Evangelical organization Focus on the 
Family is perhaps the best example of this effort, though Mormons have been successful in their endeavors 
as well. In achieving rapprochement with Evangelicals they have played an important role in these issues. 
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in the past fifty years are regularly used as examples of our loss of values. Those oft cited 
changes may include any of the following: Only about one fifth of U.S. households today 
include married opposite-sex couples with children, as compared to 25 percent in 2000 
and 43 percent in 1950 (Tavernise 2011). Dual-income marriages and single-parent 
families are now the norm. The majority of married women today work outside of the 
home, their children cared for, at least some of the time, by people other than themselves 
or their husbands. The divorce rate, though declining since the 1980s, remains high, and 
Americans are more likely than ever before to live with their partners either before or 
instead of marrying (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2010).64 The proportion of young people, 
in particular, who cohabitate has also risen steeply in the last 40 years. In the early 1970s 
about 11 percent of Americans had cohabitated; today roughly 50 percent have 
cohabitated or do cohabitate outside of marriage (National Center for Health Statistics 
2010). In some cases, cohabitation is a substitute for marriage, but for most it is a stage in 
the process of relationship building that may or may not lead to marriage. Remaining 
single, and in some cases living alone, is also more common now than any other time in 
                                                                                                                                            
Though the political crusades are not the subject of this dissertation, they obviously lurk in the background. 
Two contemporary examples of the political efforts of the LDS church to maintain “American values” are 
their attempts to stop same-sex marriage in Hawaii and then in California, and their recent role in the 
discussion about whether or not to allow gay boys/leaders into the Boy Scouts of America. But beyond the 
church’s political pursuits, its members are implicitly making a political statement by living the way that 
they do. 
64 Historians have shown that this depends on our definition of marriage. For most of our nation’s history, 
marriage has been considered a religious endeavor, sanctified by religious institutions. But, as Coontz 
(2004) points out, “For more than a thousand years, the Catholic Church took the position that if a man and 
a woman claimed that they had exchanged words of consent, whether in the kitchen or out by the haystack, 
then they were married” (974). 
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our nation’s history (Klinenberg 2012). Young people leave their homes to pursue 
educations and career opportunities, to start independent lives away from their families of 
origin -- not just to get married.  
 
Such trends seem liberating to some, a movement away from the rigid 
expectations of family as a core constructor of identity. They encourage independence 
and value autonomy. But for many, specifically conservative gender-traditional religious 
communities, these trends are a threat to their very foundations, their belief systems, and 
their membership.65 The debates over family values and the perceived effects of 
secularization and modernization have helped shape Evangelicalism and other 
conservative traditions in the United States over the last century (Smith 1998). The 
development and the success of the Religious (or Christian) Right over the past several 
decades indicate how important these topics have become to bible believers (Fetner 
2008). Aligning themselves with powerful politicians such as Ronald Reagan and George 
W. Bush helped the Religious Right to gain traction in society, leading to a national 
discussion about the “disintegration” of the American family. Issues linked to family, 
gender, and sexuality have become the primary symbolic markers of the divide between 
conservative and progressive forces in American society. Conservatives have been 
successful in establishing social programs to support more “traditional” families, protect 
fathers’ rights, limit reproductive choices for women, discourage divorce, and keep 
                                                
65 For most of these groups (not Mormons) it is not so much that one can draw a straight line from theology 
to defending traditional families, but that gender and family are visible practices that can serve as symbolic 
identity markers. They don't directly protect beliefs, but they strengthen the community in a way that 
allows it to protect other theological beliefs. 
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marriage between a man and a woman only. 
The preceding set of causes has brought together conservative religious groups 
that might otherwise have little in common. Still, different religious groups are worried 
about different parts of the “traditional” family formula. Evangelicals focus on 
heterosexual marriage and take a pro-life perspective; conservative and Orthodox Jews 
emphasize homogamy as important to the continuation of their traditional family model 
(Chinitz and Brown 2001; Medding et al. 1992; Sigelman 1996);66 and Mormons 
promote heterosexuality, monogamy, endogamy, and fidelity. 
 In recent years, the LDS church has explicitly expressed fears around the 
breakdown of the “traditional family” in modern-day America. Leaders have been 
explicit in stating their concerns. For example, in 1995, President Gordon B. Hinckley 
gave a talk at the General Relief Society meeting entitled “The Family: A Proclamation 
to the World,” in which the Mormon family was reexamined. During it, he made a 
statement about the family – likely prompted by such perceived threats to the modern 
Mormon family as have been mentioned above – that now has “near-scriptural authority” 
for most members of the church (Bushman 2006:40). When taken in its entirety, the 
statement provides a broad-ranging guide to family life. It asserts: 
We, the presidency and the Council of the Twelve Apostles of The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, solemnly proclaim that marriage between a man 
and a woman is ordained of God and that the family is central to the Creator’s 
plan for the eternal destiny of His children. 
 
All human beings —male and female—are created in the image of God. Each is a 
beloved spirit son or daughter of heavenly parents, and, as such, each has a divine 
                                                
66 Because intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews in the United States is now commonplace, fears about 
the implications out-marriages may have on the future of the religious community persist.  
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nature and destiny. Gender is an essential characteristic of individual premortal, 
mortal, and eternal identity and purpose. 
 
In the premortal realm, spirit sons and daughters knew and worshipped God as 
their Eternal Father and accepted His plan by which His children could obtain a 
physical body and gain earthly experience to progress toward perfection and 
ultimately realize their divine destiny as heirs of eternal life. The divine plan of 
happiness enables family relationships to be perpetuated beyond the grave. Sacred 
ordinances and covenants available in holy temples make it possible for 
individuals to return to the presence of God and for families to be united eternally. 
 
The first commandment that God gave to Adam and Eve pertained to their 
potential for parenthood as husband and wife. We declare that God’s 
commandment for His children to multiply and replenish the earth remains in 
force. We further declare that God has commanded that the sacred powers of 
procreation are to be employed only between man and woman, lawfully wedded 
as husband and wife. 
 
We declare the means by which mortal life is created to be divinely appointed. 
We affirm the sanctity of life and of its importance in God’s eternal plan. 
 
Husband and wife have a solemn responsibility to love and care for each other 
and for their children. “Children are an heritage of the Lord” (Psalm 127:3). 
Parents have a sacred duty to rear their children in love and righteousness, to 
provide for their physical and spiritual needs, and to teach them to love and serve 
one another, observe the commandments of God, and be law-abiding citizens 
wherever they live. Husbands and wives—mothers and fathers—will be held 
accountable before God for the discharge of these obligations. 
 
The family is ordained of God. Marriage between man and woman is essential to 
His eternal plan. Children are entitled to birth within the bonds of matrimony, and 
to be reared by a father and a mother who honor marital vows with complete 
fidelity. Happiness in family life is most likely to be achieved when founded upon 
the teachings of the Lord Jesus Christ. Successful marriages and families are 
established and maintained on principles of faith, prayer, repentance, forgiveness, 
respect, love, compassion, work, and wholesome recreational activities. By divine 
design, fathers are to preside over their families in love and righteousness and are 
responsible to provide the necessities of life and protection for their families. 
Mothers are primarily responsible for the nurture of their children. In these sacred 
responsibilities, fathers and mothers are obligated to help one another as equal 
partners. Disability, death, or other circumstances may necessitate individual 
adaptation. Extended families should lend support when needed. 
 
We warn that individuals who violate covenants of chastity, who abuse spouse or 
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offspring, or who fail to fulfill family responsibilities will one day stand 
accountable before God. Further, we warn that the disintegration of the family 
will bring upon individuals, communities, and nations the calamities foretold by 
ancient and modern prophets. 
 
We call upon responsible citizens and officers of government everywhere to 
promote those measures designed to maintain and strengthen the family as the 
fundamental unit of society. 
 
Implicit in Hinckley’s statement are the Mormon beliefs that marriage is between one 
man and one woman, gender is an essential and eternally held identity, families can be 
everlasting, husbands and wives should have children, and parents should cooperate as 
equal partners. Claudia Bushman (2006) also posits that from this document it can be 
argued that for Mormons, “the family, not the individual, [is] ‘the basic unit of society’” 
(41). A particular theology-- one that values marriage and the family above all else-- and 
a particular history of assimilation, then, shape these ideals. These same ideals are also 
consciously at odds with a threatening society, which has lead to mobilization and 
involvement in pan-religious conservative political movements. 
Foundational Contemporary Beliefs 
Endogamy: Marrying for Salvation 
Sociologists have long been interested in the determinants of religious endogamy 
and exogamy. It has been argued that small groups maintain a sense of cohesion, identity, 
and belonging through dense in-group ties (Heaton 1990). A sense of distinctiveness in 
these groups reinforces the tendency toward endogamy. Exogamy is therefore seen as a 
threat. For many religious communities in the United States, endogamy is culturally 
promoted and institutionally supported, but few groups require it of their members. In the 
LDS church, however, endogamy is culturally, institutionally, and doctrinally demanded. 
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The Church teaches that there are “three degrees of glory in the afterlife – the celestial, 
[the] terrestrial, and the telestial,” and that “within the celestial sphere, the highest 
kingdom of glory, there are three levels” (D&C 88:19-20). To reach the highest level 
requires a temple marriage or sealing, which in itself requires that the member be worthy, 
having received a testimony, repented of their sins, and been baptized by immersion 
while on Earth (Ludlow 1992:259-260). Therefore, in order to reach the highest level of 
heaven one must be deemed worthy and be married to someone in their community who 
is also deemed worthy. Exogamous couples cannot marry in the Mormon temple and thus 
risk their salvation and the salvation of future family members. In most cases, strict 
institutional injunctions effectively lead to the early dissolution of exogamous 
relationships or the conversion of the non-LDS partner. In fact, conversion for marriage 
is commonly cited as a reason for entering the church (Phillips 1996). Endogamy, then, 
not only aids in the facilitation of a sense of cohesion and the construction of a group 
identity; it ensures that the church gains converts rather than losing members to interfaith 
courtship. 
Compatibility: A Right Partner vs. The Right Partner 
Endogamy is, as we have seen, vital to the Mormon experience a fact that has a 
significant effect on the mate selection process and on the notion of compatibility. With 
such a unique doctrine, one might expect the church to encourage careful deliberation in 
the choosing of a mate. Given the church’s emphasis on marriage for all eternity, leaders 
might be expected to promote compatibility above all else. Not so. Instead, in the 
Mormon Church, finding the right person is less important than finding the right kind of 
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person. In other words, it is more important to marry within the group than to find the 
perfect mate. This obviously has implications for how people actually experience 
marriage.  
Some leaders argue that compatibility is necessary while others argue that any 
two worthy members can have success in marriage, even if they do not at first seem 
compatible. In a well known and often quoted talk given by President Spencer W. 
Kimball, the latter perspective was explained: 
‘Soul mates’ are fiction and an illusion; and while every young man and young 
woman will seek with all diligence and prayerfulness to find a mate with whom 
life can be most compatible and beautiful, yet it is certain that almost any good 
man and any good woman can have happiness and a successful marriage if both 
are willing to pay the price (Kimball 1977:4). 
 
Kimball’s point is one that is repeated often. For church leadership, whose job it is to 
defy larger trends and keep members focused on coupling, it is particularly useful. The 
narrative has been reconceptualized more recently for those Latter-day Saints who 
struggle in the current marriage market (where men are scarce) to find a partner. Bruce 
Chadwick, a Mormon sociologist and professor at BYU, once said in a talk given there, 
There is a very dangerous misperception embedded in this Cinderella and glass 
slipper syndrome. It is the focus on finding the perfect person to marry with 
whom you will live happily ever after. I am convinced that the Lord's plan is to 
find a right one rather than the one…To most of us Heavenly Father says, “There 
are thousands of my sons and daughters attending BYU who are worthy to enter 
my house and covenant to be your eternal mate. You pick one you like who is 
worthy, and I will give you my blessing.” There are actually many whose foot 
will nicely fit within the glass slipper (Chadwick 2002). 
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Speaking almost exclusively to women, Chadwick’s point was, “Don’t expect a fairy 
tale.” 67 His emphasis on finding a right partner rather than the right partner is a direct 
response to a point made in an important, albeit controversial, 1958 book by Bruce 
McConkie. McConkie, who was at the time of its publication a member of the First 
Council of the seventy, meant for the book to be a kind of encyclopedia of Mormonism. 
He writes: 
The most important things that any member of The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints ever does in this world are: 1. To marry the right person, in the 
right place, by the right authority; and 2. To keep the covenant made in 
connection with this holy and perfect order of matrimony” (1958:118).  
 
 Though contemporary perspectives on this topic point to a more inclusive view on 
compatibility, my data indicate that the matter of what it means to marry “the right 
person” is of the greatest concern to members. They do not want to settle for a right 
person. Many of my respondents referenced President Kimball’s point that any two 
worthy members could have a successful marriage, but none of them were eager to test 
that theory. They were in pursuit of the right person. Most of my respondents reported 
having had or currently having a desire to find a “soul mate,” while the majority of those 
who were already married suggested that they had found their soul mate in their spouse.68 
Even those who remained single into their later years (late 20s, 30s and 40s) continued to 
believe that “the right person” would come along eventually. This is a place where belief 
                                                
67 Chadwick talks about the idea of premortal covenanted marriages, which he says are “rare.” My data do 
not include any discussions on the topic. The suggestion is that some people on earth may have been 
married or “covenanted” in the premortal world, making them true soul mates. This notion, he says, was 
made popular through a musical/movie called Saturday’s Warrior and The First Presidency official 
recognition of its possibility.  
68 In a survey done of students at BYU by Chadwick and his colleagues (2007) found that 88 percent of 
men and 92 percent of women had the sense that they would find a soul mate, or a perfect match (20).  
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is not perfectly predictive of behavior, where real life is not aligned with doctrine. And 
yet, even though my respondents are not necessarily heeding the words of their leaders by 
continuing to search for their soul mates and not just a mate, they are still enabling the 
continuation of the larger belief in celestial marriage. 
 The desire to find the right person is not unique to members of the LDS church. 
National survey data shows that most Americans, especially women, believe that the 
perfect person is out there for them. In fact, in data gathered by the independent women’s 
forum in 2001, 14 percent of women “strongly agreed” and 85 percent “agreed” that 
“when the time is right, I will find the right person to marry (29).” The Mormon women 
in my sample may be echoing the romantic cultural messages of American society, but 
they are also expressing distinctly Mormon messages on the topic. Because of her strong 
beliefs in the power of the priesthood and her faith in her leaders’ authority, Eliza 
Christopherson never gave up hope that her “future husband” would find her: 
I feel that I have been promised this. In my patriarchal blessing, I was told that I 
would be married to a wonderful man…. I know I will find him and that he will 
be perfect for me. I have high standards and I find it hard to believe that I will 
compromise.  
 
Patriarchal blessings are spiritual confirmations given by a patriarch in one’s own stake. 
Men serving as patriarchs are high priests in the Melchizedek priesthood who are called 
to the position. This “lifetime blessing of guidance, warning, encouragement, and 
reassurance” is only given once, typically during the teenage years, and is highly 
influential in the lives of members (Ludlow 1992:129-130) The blessings are usually 
somewhat ambiguous but nearly all of my respondents who spoke of the experience said 
that they were promised success in marriage and children. For Eliza, the blessing was 
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much more than an ambiguous message. The promise of a “wonderful man” stayed with 
her. She did not lose hope.  
 What these examples point to is the fact that the theology of the LDS church, 
which one would expect to predict a strong emphasis on compatibility, is supplanted by 
other values surrounding the practice of marriage in this life -- values that work against 
the notion that a perfectly compatible mate is the ideal. The theological idea is mediated 
by the need to maintain an endogamous and faithful community, which will in turn be 
able to perpetuate it and other theological ideas. Short courtships, short engagements, and 
early marriages are all signs of the irrelevance of compatibility in the Mormon Church.  
Putting Beliefs into Practice: Reconciling Institutional and Cultural Expectations 
Early Marriage 
There are mixed perspectives on the idea of early marriage, and not just among 
social scientists. Early marriage arguably provides more years for conception to occur, 
something that has historically been important to agrarian societies. However in the 
modern context, early marriage, and the family that often comes along with it, is seen as 
inhibiting one’s ability to be successful. It is believed that marrying young prohibits 
educational advancement and career opportunities, especially for women (cf. Cherlin 
2009). For these reasons, among others, early marriage has become much less frequent in 
the United States. Currently, the median age of newlyweds is 25 years for women and 27 
for men (Goodwin 2009), nearly five years older than newlyweds in the 1970s (Regnerus 
2007).  
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For religious communities that promote gender-traditional relationships within the 
family-- especially those that require endogamy of their members -- however, early 
marriage is encouraged. From an institutional standpoint, the advancement of early 
marriage keeps members closely tied to the religious community. In the LDS church, 
early marriage has become a culturally venerated norm that, when combined with 
endogamy, serves to establish a distinct structure of marriage and to continue the 
promotion of an overall plan of salvation. That same structure then shapes members’ 
transition to marriage.  
Latter-day Saints recognize that there exists a proper structure for marriages in the 
LDS church and want to live up to it. They identify the importance of marriage with their 
religious values and expect their unions to be fulfilling endeavors. So they marry early. 
The median age of newlyweds in the LDS community is 21 for women and 23 for men 
(Bushman 2006; Duncan 2010). Of my married respondents, the median age was 23 for 
women and 24 for men. Very few of my respondents spoke of making a conscious 
decision to marry later on in life. Of those who did, the majority were women. In fact, 
most of them said that they had always known they wanted to be married and had figured 
they would marry young.  
Brynlee George, the young woman introduced at the beginning of this chapter, 
spoke to this point specifically in our interview. She was a “pretty traditional girl,” 
Brynlee told me, unapologetically, and when she left for college she “wasn’t going to 
pretend that getting married wasn’t one of her goals.” Like most of my respondents, 
marrying young was simply something she expected to “happen.” Most of her friends had 
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done so and very few had expressed any regret. Her own parents were married within a 
few months of her father’s return from his mission. Having been high school sweethearts, 
they stayed as connected as they possibly could while he was away and were able to 
maintain their bond until he returned and they could be married. 
While the LDS church never explicitly promotes early marriage, it does imbue in 
its members a sense of fear around the idea of delaying marriage. In the lecture 
referenced in the last chapter, Dallin Oaks explains these fears:  
This tendency to postpone adult responsibilities, including marriage and family, is 
surely visible among our Latter-day Saint young adults. The average age at 
marriage has increased in the last few decades, and the number of children born to 
LDS married couples has decreased…. Men, if you have returned from your 
mission and you are still following the boy-girl patterns you were counseled to 
follow when you were 15, it is time for you to grow up (Oaks 2005:10). 
 
Oaks, and the many who have quoted this talk since, point to characteristics that make 
Latter-day Saints unique – early marriage and large families. The church does not want 
its members to stray away from these characteristics. Rather, they want them to continue 
to date, court, and marry as previous generations of Mormons did, and to avoid the dating 
and marital patterns of secular society. The expectation of early marriage is also 
promoted by Mormon culture, and is embedded into the expectations of family members, 
communities, and social networks. Parents, according to my respondents, were especially 
focused on getting their children married early. Lyla Gordon, for one, told me during an 
interview in Utah that, “It’s every Mormon mother’s dream to see her daughters and sons 
married in their early 20s…. I know it is my mother’s dream.” Parents’ desires for their 
children then become their children’s desires.  
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In addition to statements made by my respondents about simply finding “the 
perfect [person] when I was still really young,” several underlying reasons for early 
marriage emerged in the course of my research. The fear of never marrying, the desire to 
be sexually active, and the “need” to have many children were among the most oft cited 
reasons for seeking early marriage.  
Vera Maldonado, a young, recently married student, spoke in our interview of her 
fear of being perpetually single, saying that although she wanted to finish school and to 
succeed in her career, “I didn’t want to be one of those people who never got married, 
who gets sucked into the sad singles ward life, where you have already dated everyone 
you know and you are just stuck.” This was not an uncommon view to have, especially 
among women. Elena Snyder, a married woman from New England, said, “Even though I 
always had [Marco], there was still this unnerving voice in my head that said, ‘Keep a 
look out for backup guys, just in case [Marco] changed his mind when he got back from 
[his mission].” I asked Elena why she thought she had had that concern, and she 
elaborated: “I was worried that it might not work out and I could end up alone. I’ve seen 
other people have that experience. It’s tough.” Chloe Davis also pointed out that “people 
just don’t want to be single. You become a cautionary tale.” 
Others, like Michael Ahearn, were very open about their desire to be sexually 
active, and about the link between their desire and their decision to marry early. Rather 
humorously, while sipping his apple cider at a Utah Starbucks, Michael spoke of the 
“urges that can’t be ignored,” saying,  
Anyone who says that we [Mormons] don’t get married because we want to have 
sex is lying. Just coming off my mission, I was ready. I loved my mission and I 
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am so happy I went but it’s hard to be without…to not…date. When I got back I 
was ready to talk to people and to get married. I wanted the physical part. And so 
do a lot of people I know.  
 
Like Michael and Brynlee’s husband Nate (introduced earlier in this chapter), others used 
humor as a way to discuss this pull toward early marriage. Nate struggled with the wait, 
and said that he was pleased, upon marriage to Brynlee, to finally have the opportunity to 
have sex in the right way: “All I can say is, I like it [sex]! I knew I would. And now that 
we can do it, we do it all the time!” Men were not the only ones to express this desire. 
Elsa Monroe, one of the few of my respondents who had had sex prior to marriage, said 
in our interview,  
I went through the repentance process, went on my mission, and returned with a 
real desire to marry. I knew what I was capable of and didn’t want to screw up. 
Marrying quickly-- I mean I think I married the right guy-- but marrying quickly 
let me keep those desires in check. 
 
Still others feel the need to marry early on in order to have the family that they 
had always hoped for. Several of my respondents (mostly women) made the argument 
that in order to have larger families they would need to get started at a young age. Louise 
Hale, a married 26-year-old living and working in New England with her husband, 
explained to me her thoughts at the time, saying, “I want five children, well, I think, and 
in order to do that, and not have one every year, I wanted to start early. We are well on 
our way [laughing].” Daniel Offsettler said something similar, 
There is always a nagging feeling that you better get your life started. That you 
need to get married, to have kids. I wanted kids, lots of them. Still do. It was 
another reason I felt like I needed [my now wife] to marry me.  
In the context of the church, early marriage promotes the traditional values it wishes to 
uphold. For members, it serves as the primary strategy for living up to the standards set 
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by their religious tradition. It is through the practice that they secure their position among 
those who are seen as full members and save themselves from the liminality of 
singleness, keep themselves free of sexual sin, and give themselves enough time to 
conceive the children that they desire.  
 
Courtship Length 
 
For similar reasons, short courtships and engagements were desirable among my 
respondents. In a study done on courtship at BYU, Bruce Schaalje and Thomas Holman 
(2007) found that median desired courtship length and actual courtship length (before 
engagement) were both about six months. Given the theological significance of marriage, 
one might expect more time spent in this “get to know you” stage of the relationship. My 
data, however, suggest otherwise. Most of my respondents had known their marital 
partners only a short time before they got engaged. In fact, the average time from official 
courtship to engagement was, in my study, only five months -- a full four weeks shorter 
than in Schaalje and Holman’s.) Some courtship periods were as brief as two weeks. 
Though many of my married respondents expressed embarrassment over the brevity of 
their courtships, nearly all explained their marriages as “meant to be.” As Brian Reynolds 
so eloquently explained it,  
Everyone around here…around these parts [said in a fake country accent] says 
they want to know someone for a long time before they get engaged. It’s like 
anytime you hear a story about a couple that has known each other for a couple of 
weeks before getting engaged everyone is like ‘Oh, it’s too quick, they don’t even 
know each other.’ But then when it happens to them [they meet someone and get 
married quickly], they are like, ‘But it was different for us. We just knew, so why 
wait?’ 
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Brian’s point was echoed by a number of my respondents. And yet, the same respondents 
were, I thought, exactly the kind of people Brian described. Even Brian himself was 
engaged just two weeks after meeting his future wife. 
 Like Brian, Brynlee, and Nate, many young people get engaged quickly. 
Discussing her own short courtship experience, Lorna Ashby said, “When I want 
something I just go for it,” a perspective I heard repeated often by my respondents. In 
many cases, this view was validated by a spiritual experience. “I prayed about it,” Lorna 
said, speaking of her relationship with her now husband “and got the answer that he was 
right for me. I had a feeling of peace about the decision. It was just right.” Kyle Rivera 
had a similar experience. Just days after meeting the woman he eventually married, Kyle 
went to the temple to pray about her, 
I wasn’t sure about [Rachel] at first, I mean she is great, of course, but it wasn’t 
like fireworks at first…. I went to the temple not really with the intention of 
praying about [Rachel] but then I had an overwhelming feeling about her. She 
kept popping into my mind, so I asked, like everyone else does, if [Rachel] is it. I 
got an answer almost immediately. I trust Heavenly Father so I pursued her more 
and it worked out. 
 
Given their faith in God’s plan for them, members accept such experiences as spiritual 
and allow them to guide them through the process. Once they have their answer, they do 
not feel it necessary to wait. As Brian put it, “It’s like going to the store. When you know 
what you want, you get in and get out as quickly as you can. No reason to hang around if 
you don’t have to.” Short courtships, then, are culturally acceptable, expected, and often 
blessed. 
The church itself, however, teaches otherwise. With divorce rates for Latter-day 
Saints comparable to those of the general American population-- and too high by their 
    
 
170 
 
standards-- the church officially promotes a long courtship process. Getting to know a 
potential eternal companion is said to be the most important part of the courtship process. 
As the theology of celestial marriage would predict, careful discernment is emphasized. 
By contrast, what became evident throughout my interviews was that although members 
were counseled to have “long courtships and short engagements,” many did not believe 
this to be the best course of action. Chloe Davis, an older single woman, spoke of the 
friends she had who grappled with this issue in their own lives: 
Well, it’s strange. We are counseled that any two worthy people can make a 
marriage work, so why get to know the person; it is not that important. Okay, that 
sounds bad. Of course you should love them and think they are right for you but 
knowing each other for a long time is probably not going to make that much of a 
difference. I think that is why so many people get engaged so fast. They want to 
believe that they have found “the one” [gestures air quotes with her fingers] but 
they figure if he is not the one then they can just make it work. Of course that 
hasn’t worked for me [laughter].  
 
As Chloe points out, church counsel and church culture can and do disagree. 
There exists a definite disconnect between the teaching that two worthy members can 
make a successful union and the promotion of extended courting. Which is more 
important? Different church authorities seem to speak in different voices, reflecting the 
countervailing pressures of preparing for celestial marriage in an earthly community. 
Joseph Davenport, an older single man who attends a ward where the bishop and his 
counselors are very concerned with the large number of single members who “are just not 
interested in dating,” was told “not to drag out the process. If you like her and you think 
you could have a successful marriage, just ask her [to marry you].” 
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Short Engagements 
It’s like getting into a perfectly good plane and then jumping out. Sometimes you 
just have to make a jump. It’s absolutely ridiculous; it’s this incredible idea that 
you would jump out of a perfectly good airplane, but once you do it…. You just 
have to go for it…it’s kind of like you have to jump out of the airplane and then 
see if your parachute works. (Brian Reynolds, 28) 
 
Such ambiguity does not exist around engagement; as a rule, members of the 
church are counseled to get married as quickly as possible after getting engaged in order 
to avoid sexual sin and to ensure a temple marriage. In his book Worth Waiting For: 
Sexual Abstinence Before Marriage, Brent Barlow, a professor in BYU’s department of 
Marriage, Family, and Human Development gives members “Suggestions for Sexual 
Control During Engagement.” His suggestions include commonly referenced techniques 
taught by the church over the years. The techniques include repenting of past sins (to 
ensure that both people involved in the relationship are eligible for a temple marriage), 
deciding now to make a commitment (or recommitment) to remain chaste before 
marriage, staying out of bedrooms, learning to control thoughts (specifically sexual 
thoughts), meeting with bishops and church leaders, avoiding fatigue and isolation 
(which could lead to lost commitment), using discretion with prayer as it can create an 
intimate environment between the engaged, and, of course, avoiding long engagements 
(Barlow 1995:100-107). My respondents took many of these suggestions to heart and 
used these techniques as well as other strategies to remain chaste during the courting and 
engagement process. But of all the suggestions offered by Barlow and by the church 
itself, short engagement is among the most practiced by members of the LDS church.  
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Brynlee and Nate had one of the shortest engagements of all my respondents. 
When I asked Brynlee about it, she laughed. She had clearly been asked a similar 
question before.  
Everyone, even members of the church, had something to say about it. A few 
weeks is not much time, but we didn’t care. Of course it made the planning 
impossible, but it was nice not to have to worry about doing anything we 
shouldn’t be doing. You know, once people get engaged, they just know that they 
are going to be connected for eternity. So I think it’s a lot easier to mess up. To 
stay overnight at each other’s house on accident…we were so busy during our 
engagement, planning the wedding and taking finals, we didn’t even have time to 
mess up.  
 
But sex was not the only reason people wanted to be married right away. Upon 
finding their eternal companions, many of my respondents reported feeling like it “just 
wasn’t right to not be married.” The idea, I think, was that marriage is the most important 
covenant one can make with God and because of that one should enter into it as quickly 
as possible. This was especially true if one already knew one’s companion. Engagements, 
then, are deemed waiting periods during which members are “between worlds.” They are 
not single and looking for a partner but they are also not benefiting from all of the 
theological and cultural advantages of marriage. They want to enter into that important 
relationship in order to be “closer to God.” 
Every one of these features of Mormon culture – early marriage, short courtships, 
and short engagements – affect the transition to marriage. Couples in this context have 
several important struggles that they must contend with as they develop their marital 
relationships. They must get to know one another, develop a way of working together in 
the home, negotiate idealized views on sex, and deal with a lot of pent-up sexual energy. 
In the next section of this chapter, I document how the transition actually happens. 
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The Transition to Marriage 
Because I interviewed so many recently married Latter-day Saints, I was able to 
gain insight into the ways in which newlyweds learn to negotiate their positions in their 
newly established families. For those who married young, the community was able to 
facilitate in a number of ways the transition to marriage. Many young couples attended 
marriage preparation programs at BYU or in their wards, similar to those seen in other 
gender-traditional religions. These sessions covered potential issues that could come up 
in marriage (Childs and Duncan 2012). Young women who were attending BYU at the 
time of their marriage often took courses in the Family, Home, and Social Sciences 
department, and were educated on topics such as family economies, human development, 
forming marital relationships, and family cultures. For many couples, families of origin 
also proved important sources of information about the transition to marriage. Not only 
were they ready sources of advice, but they might also provide financial and emotional 
support during the transition.  
Traditional Gender Roles and Financial Co-dependence 
 
One thing that doesn’t often change in the transition from courtship to marriage is 
the Mormon couple’s assumptions about gender. For decades sociologists have been 
debating the institution of gender. First, sex-role theory dominated the burgeoning 
feminist inquiry in the field. Then the definitions of sex and gender were called into 
question (Anderson and Witham 2010; West and Zimmerman 1987). As theorists began 
to argue for gender as a social construct, the field opened up and the concept of roles was 
reexamined. Today, feminist theorists deemphasize gender roles, though most 
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acknowledge the significance of those processes, in order to shed light on how gender has 
become institutionalized (Martin 2003). Emphasis is placed on “doing gender” (as 
opposed to being one’s gender), meaning that gender goes beyond the learning of certain 
behaviors (West and Zimmerman 1987). According to West and Zimmerman, “the notion 
of gender as a role obscures the work that is involved in producing gender in everyday 
activities, while the notion of gender as a display relegates it to the periphery of 
interaction…Participants in interaction,” the two go on to write, “organize their various 
and manifold activities to reflect or express gender, and they are disposed to perceive the 
behavior of others in a similar light” (127). 
Part of this institutionalization comes with religious involvement. Gender, for 
many gender-traditional religions, is thought to be theologically determined. Thus, 
difference is expected and divinely sanctioned. Men are the religious and familial 
authorities, while women care for the family and focus on household duties. In the LDS 
church, in particular, men’s and women’s experiences are highly dependent upon the 
belief that gender is essential and God-given.  
The gendering of the Latter-day Saint begins early. Symbolic bows are glued atop 
the heads of baby girls and baby boys wear suits complete with ties before they can roll 
over. Parents think of it as their divine duty to prepare their children for a gendered life. 
Members are instructed to minimize confusion for children. This is clearly specified in 
“A Parent’s Guide,” produced by the church, in a chapter titled, “Teaching Infants and 
Toddlers: From Birth to Approximately Three Years”: 
Children are privileged to be males or females by divine creation. Help them feel 
that whichever gender they are, they are of great worth. Teach them that their 
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gender influences their goals and that, depending upon their gender; their goals are 
to become effective fathers or mothers. Such early gender identity removes 
uncertainty about the worth of the child and builds security regarding his future 
(19). 
 
During the late teens and early adult years, distinctions between genders continue to be 
significant, and, as demonstrated in chapter three, the dating and courtship process is 
infused with gendered expectations.  
 When Mormon couples enter into the marriage contract, they do so after a lifetime 
of learning about gender in a culture where gender complementarity is the norm. Once 
married, the division of labor is decidedly gendered. Typically, in the early years of 
marriage, the wife works to help her husband finish up his schooling and establish a 
career. Then, the wife exits the public sphere in order to start a family. At that time, the 
wife takes on nearly all of the responsibilities at home and the husband becomes the 
family’s sole financial provider. For my female respondents, staying home was in fact the 
norm. They recognized their positions as mothers above all else, while men saw 
themselves as protectors and religious leaders. Studies show that LDS families are more 
likely than other American families to be marked by male authority and “traditional” 
divisions of labor. LDS women are also more likely than other American women to stay 
home with their children (Phillips and Cragun 2010). 
The negotiation of labor division, however, was not as straightforward as one 
might expect. Some of the commentaries on the negotiations were explicit; others were 
more nuanced. The transition was almost always perceived to be more significant for the 
woman involved than for the man. As Becca Myers explained it, 
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[Ed’s] life got easier. Seriously he doesn’t have to do anything but focus on 
school. My life is not hard but I'm aware [of] the fact that I have taken on most of 
the duties around here. I go to school full-time, clean, cook, and keep us 
connected to our families.  
 
By the time they are married, women in the Mormon church will have been preparing for 
their role as caretaker for their entire lives. Learning to cook, bake, create a beautiful, 
comfortable home, and prepare a spiritual, loving space for their family would have been 
part of the construction of their gendered identities from their earliest years.  
The transition to marriage was easier for the men in my sample. Men saw 
themselves as benefitting greatly from their marital relationships. Given that many of the 
married men in my sample were students when first married, the pressure to provide was 
not immediately felt. Aware as they were that they needed to be successful in the future if 
they were to support their families properly, they were able to ease into the role. In some 
cases, their wives provided for them financially for the first few years in order to make it 
possible for them to go to school. As Edgar Jordan told me in our interview, “[Allison] 
continued to work as a teacher for several years before I finished my degree and got a 
real job. Without that, the life we have now wouldn’t have been possible.” When asked 
how he felt about his wife supporting the family in the early years of their marriage he 
said, “I didn’t have a problem with it. It was part of the bigger plan. And, I was no 
different than other guys. I needed to finish school and she was done already. It made 
sense for her to keep working.”  
Of course, not all women kept working. Many of those who were married in 
college had children right away. Such a practice is not theologically required in the 
church, but starting families early is supported culturally and institutionally. Many 
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women continue their educations while their children are still young. Familial support 
makes this possible. But most women with babies or young children do not work. Laura 
Grant, a woman who had children while her husband was in Law School, spoke of the 
financial burden their lifestyle became. Her husband was not able to work due to a hectic 
school schedule and summer internships. They had to take out substantial student loans. 
Fearing the effects this could have on their future, Laura said, “Sometimes I wish I was 
working. Making money would make me feel a lot better, but I never want to give up the 
life I have. My kids deserve to have me at home.” When asked if the situation ever 
created stress in her relationship with her husband she said, “No, I trust that it will all 
work out. Heavenly Father always provides.” 
Women, no matter their age, maternal status, or work situation, obviously felt tied 
to their role as household manager. Duties associated with the home fell almost 
completely on them. For the women in my sample, this was a source of great pride. 
Household duties that were distinctly viewed as “women’s work” in the LDS 
communities I studied were household chores – cooking, cleaning, yard work, childcare, 
maintenance of personal relationships with family and friends alike, religious education, 
and sexual satisfaction.  
Additionally, women worked to support their husbands in school and in their 
careers. As a result, they often referred to their husbands’ careers as “our career.” The 
woman in whose empty nest I lived while conducting my research in Utah used the 
phrase often when speaking of her own husband’s education and career. In our 
conversations together she spoke of the combined effort that led her husband to earn a 
    
 
178 
 
PhD in Chemistry early in their marriage. According to her account, she spent hours 
typing up his lab notes and helping to revise his written work, all while managing their 
home and taking care of their two young children. The contribution she made to his work 
helped her to feel more entitled to the fruits of his labor.  
Not every family in the LDS church is able to live up to the model of the ideal 
family. Many women work outside of the home. During my field research I found that 
those women with children who worked outside of the home were also those who were 
highly educated – PhDs, MDs, JDs – and those who were in need of extra income.69 Of 
those who worked outside of the home, however, most worked part time or had taken 
previous long hiatuses from the workforce to raise children.  
Others in my sample were more obviously unsatisfied with the gender norms 
imposed on them by church. Chloe Davis, for one, spoke bluntly about her desire to have 
women “matter more” in the church. Like Chloe, many women (and men) have found 
refuge in an online community of Mormon feminists who are resisting the church’s 
authority and arguing against its current structure. Women’s groups in particular are 
developing campaigns in an effort to change aspects of the church that are oppressive to 
women.70 Similarly, men are not exclusively wed to the male authority model. My own 
                                                
69 It is not uncommon for women in gender-traditional religions to work outside of the home, despite firm 
beliefs about the importance of mothers staying home (Manning 1999).  
70 The Exponent II (based in Cambridge, MA) was among the first groups for feminist Mormons. Online 
communities for feminist Mormons are now also quite prevalent. Feminist Mormon Housewives (FMH), 
By Common Consent, and Zelophehad’s Daughters are just a few of the most popular blogs run by 
Mormon women who are dissatisfied with at least part of their experience in the church. Additionally, 
organizations like Women Advocating for Voice & Equality (WAVE) and the Mormon Women Project are 
working toward changing women’s experiences in the LDS church. One of the main structural pushes has 
been toward women’s ordination. 
    
 
179 
 
data indicate that men are overwhelmed by their privilege.71 However, even with all of 
the questioning of gender norms that has occurred, it has not necessarily led to changed 
behavior on the church’s part.  
 In fact, many of my respondents said that they appreciated the clear messages 
about gender in marriage. Sarah Reed, for one, told me that while she knew that women 
were powerful and important, it was their duty to defer to their husbands, 
I totally get why women get frustrated by our church. But I don’t think that 
anyone can deny that it works….When [we] were first married, it was a challenge 
to figure things out. I had been working and living alone for a while. I was free. 
But I wanted to be part of something bigger…a family…. Now I do all the things 
you would expect. Three very small kids, a house to clean, meals to plan -- but I 
love it all. Our house works well in this way. 
 
Latter-day Saint men seemed to feel that divisions of labor in the household were 
important, too. Alex Jorgenson, a married man from Utah, spoke to me about this topic. 
He said, 
It’s not like I want to be all like, “I’m the man; you have to listen to me.” But, 
there are times when I just have to take charge. I work a lot and I travel for work 
about one week a month so my wife is often on her own. She can be in charge 
then. But when I am home, I am in charge.  
 
When I asked more specifically about the transition to marriage, he reiterated the same 
point, saying, “In those first days, we just had things to work out. I didn’t just sit down 
and let her do all the housework but I also didn’t let her sit back doing nothing.” His 
reference to housework was an interesting one. As is expected when thinking about the 
transition to marriage, housework came up quite often. It was the main activity in early 
marriage that prompted conversations about the relationship between husband and wife.  
                                                
71 These outliers are examined more closely in chapter six of this dissertation. 
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For the men and women in my sample, the dynamic changed a bit over time. In 
the beginning of a marriage, women were eager to please their husbands, trying to do all 
those things they thought were expected of a wife. But in time, women became more 
disillusioned by the functionality of gendered relations. Adding children gave them a 
sense of authority, and led them to continue their gendered work in the home, but it also 
introduced an added level of anxiety around being the “manager of the home.” According 
to Rosebeth Lang, “I am just not the ‘I love being a mommy’ type. Don’t get me wrong, I 
love my kids. But the sit on the floor and read all day, bake cookies, and go on play dates 
kind of stuff doesn’t appeal to me.” She went on to say she “used to be more happy at 
home. I taught voice lessons before and now I am just doing nothing.” And yet, even in 
her discontent, Rosebeth was devoted to the idea of being a stay-at-home mother. She 
ended her comments about her children by saying, “Of course I’ll stay home with them 
for as long as I can. I’m not just going to abandon them because I am a grouch.” This 
devotion to gendered tasks and to gendered relationships is indicative of messages 
espoused by the church, one of which is that a woman’s role in the home is to be the 
emotional caregiver. My female respondents were, for the most part, exactly that. 
Marrying young has specific effects on the transition to marriage. For older 
couples and those who were married after leaving school, the transition to marriage was 
quite different from those who were younger. The biggest issue for older couples was the 
negotiation of their financial relationship. Unlike younger couples who had not yet 
established their own finances, older couples had assets to bring to the relationship. 
Where Brynlee and Nate said, “Money was easy, neither of us having any,” others spoke 
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about combining bank accounts, paying off debt, and developing financial plans for the 
future. Danielle Levine, a 27-year-old former nurse, was clearly affected by this issue, 
When I met [Eric] he was just starting dental school. He had a pretty significant 
amount of debt already, student loans mostly. I knew that would be a barrier in 
our future. But I liked him and things progressed with us quickly. So when we got 
married we combined all that we had…. I had a lot of money saved from working. 
It’s pretty cheap to live as a single person. So we paid off his debt with my 
savings and we put the rest into a shared account to use for the rest of his 
education. It was a scary prospect, but I have faith that it is the best plan for our 
future family.  
 
She put on a smiling face as she spoke, as if attempting to reassure herself even as she 
told me that it was a good decision. However, later in her interview she explained that the 
decision created some conflict for her and her husband, 
He is needy. Honestly, I don’t know how he lived without someone taking care of 
him for so long. When he is calling me to ask if I can bring him his name badge, 
which he is supposed to wear always, because he has forgotten it at the house, I 
always [wonder] if he is always going to be like this. I hope he gets more 
responsible, especially since we now have no savings.  
 
Her fears about their future were exacerbated by the fact that since she had moved to 
New England to be with Eric she had not been able to get a job. Of course money is 
always an issue early on in marriages, but given the church’s emphasis on motherhood 
and women staying at home with their children, finances are even more complicated for 
Latter-day Saints. Men must make enough money to provide for their (slightly larger than 
the average) families, and this can be a lot of pressure. Buying large homes is common in 
Utah in particular, as is foreclosures of those homes. In fact, Utah has one of the highest 
rates of foreclosure and bankruptcy in the country (Bushman 2006:48), a fact made worse 
by the down economy since 2008.  
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As Bushman states, “Members try to make prudent financial decisions, but they 
also believe in miracles” (49). Danielle wasn’t the only one of my respondents to express 
fears around the management of money. But even as they spoke of student loans, 
mortgages, lost jobs, hospital bills, and the like, they also spoke of “God’s plan” for 
them. “God provides” was a common statement heard in my interviews and in church 
meetings. Among young couples especially, a divine power backed financial confidence. 
As Brynlee said, “We are good people. We might not have a lot but we do our best to pay 
our tithing and we know that we will be blessed for it.”  
 Transitioning to marriage is difficult for all those involved, secular or religious. 
But in the context of a tradition that promotes early marriage, and within a cultural that 
supports short engagements and courtships, much is left to be dealt with in the marriage. 
Gendered relationships and financial dependence were among the most discussed 
challenges in the transition to marriage.  
Sexual Intimacy 
 
The shift to marital sexuality was another oft cited challenge in the transition to 
marriage. The LDS church is strongly opposed to sexual relations outside the bonds of 
marriage. As demonstrated throughout this dissertation, members of the church take the 
teaching of sexual purity very seriously, a detail evinced by the fact that the Mormon 
Church has the highest rates of abstinence of all religious communities in the United 
States (Heaton 1998; Regnerus 2007). The church has always emphasized living the Law 
of Chastity and avoiding “sexual sin.” For the most part, its attempts to influence its 
members’ sexual attitudes and behaviors have been successful.  
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In marriage, however, the LDS church considers sexual intimacy to be essential 
and ordained by God. Genesis 1:28, “Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth” is 
used to explain the importance of physical relationships in marriage. Among other things, 
the church teaches that men and women have natural desires and that there is nothing 
unholy or degrading about sexuality in itself. The church also teaches that sex is not 
something to be taken lightly. President Kimball and many others have been careful in 
discussing the agency involved in the sexual relationships of married members: 
Sexual experiences were never intended by the Lord to be a mere plaything or 
merely to satisfy passions and lusts. We know of no directive from the Lord that 
proper sexual experience between husbands and wives need be limited totally to 
the procreation of children, but we find much evidence from Adam until now that 
no provision was ever made by the Lord for indiscriminate sex (Kimball 1975:4). 
 
There is no doctrine against sex within marriage for the purpose of pleasure only, but 
there are warnings against engaging in acts based on lustful thoughts and feelings. 
Members are discouraged from including in their marital intimacy anything that is 
“impure, defiling, of an illicit nature, or obscene”. Pornography, fantasy, domineering 
behavior, and oral sex (along with most other alternative sexual experiences) are deemed 
impure and thus should not be engaged in by married couples. As stated in a talk entitled 
“Nurturing Marriage,” by Russell Nelson, 
Marriage is both a commandment and an exalting principle of the gospel. Because 
it is ordained of God, the intimate physical expressions of married love are sacred. 
Yet all too commonly, these divine gifts are desecrated. If a couple allows lewd 
language or pornography to corrupt their intimacy, they offend their Creator while 
they degrade and diminish their own divine gifts. True happiness is predicated 
upon personal purity. Scripture commands: “Be ye clean.” Marriage should ever 
be a covenant to lift husbands and wives to exaltation in celestial glory (Nelson 
2006). 
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Instead, husband and wife are expected to co-create intimate relationships with their 
Heavenly Father and to use “tenderness and respect – never selfishness – [as] guiding 
principles in the intimate relationship between husband and wife” (Hunter 1994).  
  In preparation for this “true and everlasting covenant” young members seem to 
live in accordance with doctrine, having more restrictive attitudes about sexuality than do 
people of other faiths (Christensen 1976; Heaton 1998; Smith 1976; Regnerus 2007).72 
Studies have consistently shown that Latter-day Saints set themselves apart from 
American culture and other religious groups by having the lowest rates of premarital sex 
and cohabitation (Heaton 1998; Heaton and Goodman 1985; Holman and Harding 1996; 
Regnerus 2007). One study found that 17 percent of Latter Day Saints had experienced 
premarital coitus, while 48 percent of Catholics, 67 percent of Protestants, and 51 percent 
of those with no affiliation had been sexually active prior to marriage (Heaton 1998). 
  Even as couples are formed and “sealings” are imminent, the doctrine of celestial 
marriage and the desire to preserve “worth” continues to dictate behavior. As we have 
seen, the emphasis on short engagements is intended to ensure chastity.73 It is not until 
one is very close to marriage that sex is even considered an appropriate topic of 
conversation for Latter-day Saint couples. However, once couples get their endowments 
and are sealed in the temple, sex is promoted by the church, and not only for the purposes 
                                                
72 They tend to follow guidelines of the church by avoiding any sort of dating before the age of 16, not 
dating seriously until ready to marry, and not engaging in any sort of physical relationship. Once members 
have reached the appropriate age, or stage of life (this is different for men and women), when marriage is 
seen as the next step, the church and the pervasive community culture, which has grown out of the 
programs of the Church itself, supports one-on-one dating with the intention of finding an eternal 
companion. And, of course, during this time, “honor and virtue” continue to be of utmost importance. 
73 Elsewhere my colleague Courtney Irby and I have discussed the strategies used by Latter-day Saints as 
well as Evangelicals to maintain chastity (forthcoming). 
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of procreation, but to establish a stronger bond between husband and wife. It is taught 
that marital sexuality combines the most “exquisite and exalted physical, emotional, and 
spiritual feelings associated with the word love” (Packer 1992).  
Thus, overnight, Latter-day Saints go from a world where any physical intimacy 
goes against a strict moral code to a world where sexuality is directly associated with 
love. This leaves me with two questions: How does this shift in consciousness affect 
couples who enter into eternal marriages, and how do newlywed Latter-day Saints 
experience the world of sex once married? 
Of the respondents interviewed for this project, six admitted to having had 
premarital sex. Three of the six were men who had engaged in sexual relations prior to 
converting to the LDS church. All three men remained chaste after their baptisms and one 
had already been married in the temple. One of the three men had been married briefly 
before converting and had had multiple sexual partners in addition to his wife. He had not 
remarried since his conversion, but he was hopeful that he would someday. Additionally, 
one woman who had been a lifelong member of the church had been sexually active 
during periods of religious inactivity. She had gone through the repentance process and 
was able to receive a temple recommend prior to her marriage, which also took place in 
the temple. Two others, one man and one woman, had been sexually active prior to 
marriage and were currently seeking repentance. 
Research on the transition to marital sexuality suggests that strict abstinence 
standards can lead to marital sexual maladjustment (Crosby 1991; Skolnik 1987). The 
argument is made that without experiences similar to those expected within marital 
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sexual relationships, a person cannot conform to that role. Strict abstinence standards 
should therefore lead to maladjusted behaviors and attitudes on sex in marriage, such as 
unusually low levels of sexual interaction, unusually high levels of sexual interaction (to 
“make up for lost time”), or unusually high tension and conflict between partners in 
regards to sexual matters. Others maintain that adherence to abstinence before marriage 
should not affect the sexual relationships of married people – at least not in the long run. 
Survey data from the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH), analyzed by 
Holman and Harding (1996), found that sexual behavior in marriage did not differ greatly 
between those groups with strict abstinence standards and those without. They argued 
that members of religious groups that emphasize the legitimacy of marital sex have the 
same interest in sex and the same levels of conflicts around issues of sex as do members 
of religious groups that place less emphasis on premarital abstinence. This study suggests 
that, in the case of Latter-day Saints, who are taught that sex is important to the marriage 
bond and not simply for procreation, marital sexual experiences should not be affected by 
rigid views on premarital chastity maintenance held by the church. 
 My data support aspects of both studies. Not surprisingly, men and women are 
affected quite differently by the emphasis placed on abstinence before marriage and the 
sudden shift to marital sexuality. Although LDS men and women are equally accountable 
for their actions, the consequences for sexual impurity being the same for both genders, 
men and women are not indoctrinated in the same way nor at the same level to premarital 
abstinence. Both men and women are taught lessons about staying pure, but unlike LDS 
men, LDS women are essentially desexualized in their pre-marriage days. The 
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assumption in the church is that unmarried women do not want sex so they will have no 
problem remaining chaste. LDS men, on the other hand, are seen as naturally sexual and 
more susceptible to social pressures, making them more likely to engage in sexual sin 
before marriage. This difference in expectation for men and women obviously affects 
their level of comfort with the idea and practice of sex.  
Though they receive the same overall message about sex from the church and 
from the Mormon community, men are more likely than women to take in contradicting 
messages conveyed by the larger culture. As David Atler put it, “I’d just be sitting there 
watching TV and there it is, a woman or some sexual image. I couldn’t help feeling 
something. Sometimes I turned it off, sometimes I didn’t. I mean, shoot, I was a 29-year-
old virgin.” For LDS women, however, sex was easily left out of everyday conversations. 
“It wasn’t on my radar,” respondent Sarah Reed told me. “It’s easier to not think about it 
when much doesn’t tempt you. I don’t know, I never even thought about it until I was 
engaged to [my husband].” Men, it seems, have internalized the idea that they are 
supposed to be sexual creatures, making them more aware of what is in store for them 
when they finally do enter into a marital relationship. Women, on the other hand, are 
more likely to fear their first sexual experience. (For most this occurs on the wedding 
night).  
Even more interesting is what seems to happen later in the marriage, after the 
initial transition to a sexual relationship. The women in my sample reported becoming 
more confident in their sex lives as time went on, while men’s anxiety about the topic 
increased greatly with time. When asked about the transition to marriage very few 
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women brought up physical intimacy. Instead, they discussed what it was like to live with 
and take care of someone and, in some cases, how difficult it had been to combine 
finances. More often than not, when I asked the same question of a man, his first 
response was related to the establishment of a sexual relationship between he and his 
partner. After the initial responses about how “easy” it was to be married, a number of 
my male respondents reported being so happy that they could finally do “it.”  
Conversely, the women I spoke with felt deep regret about their lack of 
knowledge initially, and often put off the first sexual experience due to a fear of the 
unknown. Kyle Rivera spoke of his wife’s experience, saying, “[Rachel] didn’t know 
anything, not even where things go.” And, later, “It made things hard in the beginning.” 
Erin Wiles expressed a similar frustration with her own lack of knowledge and fear about 
the first time, “I was really nervous about going from nothing to all…even decided not to 
do anything on our wedding night. I’ve heard horror stories, so we waited until the 
honeymoon.”  
These same women, and many more in my sample who were afraid of sex at first, 
reported having much higher levels of comfort with sex after their initial experience. Erin 
said later of her sex life, “I love it. I’m always trying to be exciting. [Joel] doesn’t often 
share my enthusiasm. I think he sort of feels like he shouldn’t be having sex or like it is 
somehow still wrong.” Other women in my sample reported feeling that their husband’s 
sexual satisfaction was their responsibility. For this reason they read books and even 
visited adult stores for lingerie and “romantic gifts” to “keep things exciting.”  
    
 
189 
 
The men in my sample had less fear around the first time than their female 
counterparts. Many men were, like Nate, just happy they could finally “do it”; if they had 
had fears about their first sexual experience, they did not express them to me. For Daniel 
Offsettler, sex, “just didn’t seem like something to worry about. We talked about it and I 
was ready.” It wasn’t until later that LDS men reported trouble with their sexual 
relationships. At the end of my interview with Robert Oaks, for example, the young man 
opened up and said, “Sex is a hard thing to get used to. I know it’s great and the church 
even promotes a healthy sex life for us, but I just feel torn about it. I have desires, I love 
my wife, but I worry that I can’t control myself so I kind of avoid it.” In this case, as in 
others, Robert had been exposed to more sexual variety than his wife (through 
pornography), but struggled with the knowledge that sex, like pornography, was “not 
healthy.” The disconnect between what was acceptable in the religious context and what 
he desired personally left him feeling uncomfortable with sex altogether. Robert was not 
the only one to express concerns about sex and sexuality later on in his marriage. Donald 
Warren, a 30-year-old who had been married for three years, said “It is just weird, I’m 
supposed to be the one who leads in the bedroom, I’m supposed to make it exciting, but I 
can’t, it just doesn’t feel right to me. It ends up that [Lena] does all the initiating, I just go 
along.” In both Donald’s and Robert’s case, conceptions of masculinity seem to be what 
is at stake. 
Because there are fewer expectations, with regard to sex, for women in the LDS 
church and in the society at large, they seem to be able to adapt more easily to marital 
sexuality. But men enter into the sexual relationship with years of baggage. The 
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perceived knowledge that they are sexual beings by nature and may not be able to control 
themselves causes them to be more self-conscious about their actions. Men think they 
will not have problems, but in the end do. Women are afraid until they warm-up, but then 
they apply that characteristically Mormon “can-do” attitude as they would to any 
other household task in which they hope to excel. Messages conveyed by society create 
more marital sexual intimacy problems than does doctrines established by the church. 
This is clearly what creates the very male view that they will somehow get “out of 
control.” Women seem in some ways to benefit from the cultural expectation that good 
sex only happens within marriage.  
Conclusion 
 Marriage is considered one of the most important covenants a Mormon can make 
with God. Thus, being married is highly desirable for members of the church. And, 
despite many changes in the conceptions of family and marriage that have taken place in 
the LDS church since its inception, contemporary Mormon culture continues to dictate 
the ways in which its members may marry. Early marriage helps to promote endogamy 
and ensures salvation, while short courtships and engagements keep members from 
sexual indiscretions. The transition to marriage affects men and women differently: As 
women take on duties in the home, men feel the burden of being the sole financial 
provider for the family. The transition into marriage is affected greatly by the age of 
those who enter into the relationship. Younger people are, for one thing, less concerned 
with combining finances than are older people.  
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 Sex is among the most difficult aspects of the transition. While some of my 
respondents suggested that the transition was easy, others admitted to a struggle with the 
move from a culture of abstinence to a more permissive institution. The men in my 
sample, especially, struggled to feel powerful in their sexual experiences. Women, 
however, made it their responsibility to ensure that “good sex” was a part of their 
marriage. Due to a gendered division of labor in the home, the task of engaging a sexual 
relationship with a marital partner has become one of the many household duties the 
Mormon woman, upon her marriage in the temple, takes on.  
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Chapter Five 
 
Unsettled and Lost 
 
Experiences of Liminality and Marginalization 
 
 
I'm not your typical Mormon woman. Teaching doesn't appeal to me and I would 
not want to just stay at home. In my career, I never wanted a dead-end job or to 
just wait for a husband. I need challenging work, I need to be able to work my 
way up. But of course that has come at a cost. 
 
Chloe Davis, a 31-year-old Utah native living and working in New England, was 
very eager to talk to me about dating and relationships. Upon receiving an email from her 
Relief Society president, she contacted me right away. In her email to me she wrote, “All 
I do is think about dating and being single. Both those things are tough in the Mormon 
world.” When we met, one cold rainy night, the tumbling of the dryer and the pelting of 
the rain on the high rectangular windows made her small basement apartment seem 
especially cozy. The interview lasted for nearly two hours and was filled with deeply 
personal stories. Over the course of those two hours Chloe exhibited a range of emotions. 
Tears, laughter, and even a little yelling on her part helped to give me a better sense of 
the complicated relationship single Latter-day Saints have to their religious communities. 
Her story was the first of many heard over the course of my field research that 
emphasized the lack of support given to members of the LDS church who remained 
unmarried into their late 20s, 30s, and beyond. It illustrates how the institution prevents 
the incorporation of single members, because it fails to provide them with socially valued 
roles. Chloe’s story led me to think about the liminality of the experience.  
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Social liminality, as defined by Victor Turner (1974), “is a movement between 
fixed points and is essentially ambiguous, unsettled, and unsettling” (274). Some scholars 
have already pointed out that Latter-day Saints inhabit a liminal space within the 
American religious landscape (Heinze 2009). Some discuss the liminality of the church 
itself, while others have focused specifically on women’s positions within the church 
(Foster 2002). The church itself has always had a tense relationship with the larger social 
structure (Mauss 1994). Though members have become adept at fitting into the secular 
world, the church remains in some sense “between” the traditional Christian (namely 
Protestant) communities that have been central to American cultural and political systems 
and the secular community.  
In this chapter, I am most interested in discussing the space between two 
acceptable fixed statuses in the lives of Latter-day Saints. Like Chloe, my respondents 
identified this liminal space easily. Most recognized the stage of life when one can be 
acceptably unmarried as the time preceding the mission and the few months after the 
return. This, of course, was mostly true for men. By the age of 25, men began to feel the 
pressure to be married (though some reported feeling this pressure much earlier). 
Women’s understanding of the phrase “acceptably unmarried” varied more than men’s 
did, but most agreed that one was expected to be married shortly after graduating from 
college. Twenty-five seemed to be the magic number that moved women out of the 
“separation stage” of life and into the “transitional stage.” College, or the years just after 
high school, served to symbolically detach individuals from their existing positions in the 
social structure. Perhaps for this reason, men and women alike felt that during college 
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and/or the mission they were learning to be independent, to find their voice, and to 
strengthen their belief in “the gospel.” However, once one moves out of the acceptable 
“preliminary stage” without having reached the “post-liminal” stage by marrying, he or 
she becomes the very symbol of an outsider, with no clearly defined status or role.  
My data indicate that there are three ways this liminal space is defined for 
Mormons – structurally, socially, and personally. Structurally, salvation is tied to one’s 
marital status. Socially, cultural and community expectations around specific roles for 
men and women leave little room for those who are not part of a traditional familial unit. 
And, finally, personal desires, which are obviously constructed through the doctrinal, 
cultural, and societal resources provided, leave Mormons devaluing achievements not 
related to marital partnerships and parenthood. 
 Chloe’s story reveals the fears she and many women have associated with not 
living up to these expectations. Born and raised in a suburb of Salt Lake City to parents 
who she says were “probably never really compatible,” Chloe lived the “perfect Mormon 
life.” One of five children, she enjoyed the structure the church provided, and found joy 
in the everyday spirituality the LDS culture and Salt Lake City community supported. 
The fundamentals of her belief system were instilled in her very early on in life. During 
our time together, she recounted many memories of sitting in the church pews with 
siblings, singing in front of the congregation, giving talks during sacrament meetings, 
engaging in church activities, and involving herself with the young women’s group there. 
A self-described “good girl,” the worst thing Chloe ever did was casually date a non-
Mormon boy. Knowing, as she did, that she wasn’t going to marry him, it didn’t seem 
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like a terrible offense to her at the time. Upon leaving for college, she told herself she 
didn’t want to marry immediately, even though many of her friends had planned to do 
just that: 
My plan was to go to college, have a good experience, go on a mission, then work 
for a couple of years. Then, around the age of 24, I figured I'd start thinking about 
marriage. At 18, I thought 24 sounded like an old maid. But here I am, seven 
years later, not married. Many of my friends thought college was for finding a 
husband. And a lot of them were married by the time we got out. 
 
Chloe’s story serves to illustrate the emphasis placed on marriage in the Mormon 
community. It also demonstrates the internal contradiction so many Mormons, especially 
women, feel if they choose (or end up on) an alternative path. Chloe’s desire to remain 
single throughout college was a source of tension in her life. While a good many of my 
single respondents intentionally deviated from the cultural expectation to marry young, 
either in college or shortly thereafter they recognized that the decision was, in fact, a 
deviation. For them the desire to get married was strong, but so was the need for 
independence.  
Deviation among members of the church often seems, from the outside, like a 
questioning of the faith and the cultural expectations that have become like doctrine. 
Getting a little choked up, Chloe told me, “It is just difficult to see, if you don’t start 
having kids at 22 and you don’t want eight of them, there is something wrong with you.” 
From her perspective, Mormon culture gives women few choices in life. The best and, by 
her account, only way to be a good Mormon woman is to get married in the temple and 
start a family right away. “It’s almost as if this Mormon idea of marriage -- well it is not 
Mormon as much as a Utah idea of marriage -- has become like doctrine. It’s like the 
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whole short courtship thing…people feel like they need to live up to things because it is 
like the church wants it. But that really is not the case.” Chloe’s pushing of boundaries – 
not to mention her distaste for the expectations set forth by the institution left her 
questioning the church, its teachings, and the cultural practices within her religious 
community.  
 The insular community of the church was both constricting and freeing for Chloe. 
On one hand, she felt comforted by the church’s structure, the familiarity of its beliefs 
and practices, and the opportunities it provided her. On the other, she struggled with the 
knowledge that she (a woman) was viewed differently from the men her age. Struggling 
especially with expectations around the family, Chloe looked to the church community 
for help. What she found was that church doctrine and the cultural values expressed by its 
members were actually two very different things. Her uncertainty, given these mixed 
messages, led to her period of religious inactivity in college. Interestingly, Chloe was one 
of very few in my sample to actually spend time away from church services. Others 
questioned and even defied religious standards for a short time, but most remained 
involved in ritual and worship services. And all, including Chloe, allowed that something 
resolved their issues with the church. Testimony building, revelation, and missionary 
work were cited time and again as reasons for returning to the belief that Mormonism is 
the one true church and that Joseph Smith was a prophet of God.74 Shortly after 
completing her degree, Chloe decided to go on a mission for the church. Because she 
stayed faithful to the physical and social restrictions of the church during her period of 
                                                
74 This is not to say that all who leave the church return. This was the case with my sample because all who 
were interviewed for this project were members who self-identified as being “highly active.” 
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inactivity, she remained in good standing with the church, and was called to serve a 
mission in Europe for a year and a half. 
The decision to become active again was easy for Chloe; deciding to serve a 
mission was not. The process pushed her to think even more about the church’s treatment 
of women, the most obvious example being that the church does not call upon women to 
serve missions as it does men. While all worthy men are expected to go, women are given 
the freedom to decide whether or not to serve. It is expected that women will pray about 
it and that “Heavenly Father” will provide the right answer. For men, being a return 
missionary is essential to being a good and worthy member of the church and to being 
respected in the religious community to which they belong. It is thought to deepen their 
connection to God, making them more desirable marriage partners. Women, for their 
part, are not held in higher esteem for having served a mission. In fact, often the opposite 
is true. 
Culturally, the Mormon community worries about women who choose to become 
sister missionaries, a fact that has become more evident in recent years. Since the 
completion of my data collection in 2009, the church has changed the age at which 
women can serve missions from 21 to 19 (and from 19 to 18 for men). While the 
language used to discuss women’s experiences as missionaries has not changed, the 
church has recognized the effects of the unmatched timeline for men and women. 
Because my research took place before the change, the tension created by this inequality 
was obvious throughout my interviews, especially those with unmarried women in the 
church. The mission for women occurred later in life, at age 21 instead of at the young 
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age of 19 (as was the case for men), leaving many to make assumptions about the women 
who chose to go. Some of my respondents claimed that people in the Mormon 
community think of sister missionaries as those women who have no marriage prospects 
and are searching for something significant in their lives. Several respondents went as far 
as to say that the church set the missionary age for women at 21 to discourage them from 
going, encouraging them to get married early instead.75 A talk given by Gordon B. 
Hinckley in 1997 confirms the church’s position on the matter, 
We do not ask the young women to consider a mission as an essential part of their 
life’s program. Over a period of many years, we have held the age level higher for 
them in an effort to keep the number going relatively small. Again to the sisters I 
say that you will be as highly respected, you will be considered as being as much 
in the line of duty, your efforts will be as acceptable to the Lord and to the Church 
whether you go on a mission or do not go on a mission (1997).76 
 
Put simply, the church discourages missions for women for fear that they will not marry. 
Chloe recognized that this was the church’s view on female missionary work, and 
worried about the label that might be placed on her should she go, but wanted to be 
adventurous, “to feel closer to God,” and to experience new things. She saw the mission 
as a way to do that. 
 For Chloe, the mission was important to the “develop[ment of] a true testimony,” 
but it also created all sorts of “new issues” in her life. Having returned, she felt too old 
for many of the men who were interested in marriage. Wanting to focus on a career first, 
                                                
75 There is speculation that this sentiment is the reason general authorities changed the mission age for 
women, but at this point it remains unclear.  
76 Even after the establishment of the new age requirements for missionaries, the same view of women 
persists. Women are not called to missions as men are; in fact, they are not expected to go at all. In a press 
conference given just after the general authorities made the announcement at the general conference in 
October of 2012, Elder Nelson stated, “We’re not suggesting that all will want to do this – may young men 
will still serve at age 19 or older and many young women will prefer to serve at an older age, or not at all.”  
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it was nearly five months before she began to date again. It was then that she realized 
how her age affected the way men perceived her: 
Boys come back from their missions ready to get married. They are 21 and ready. 
But they don't want some old maid who has already graduated and who has done 
the same spiritual work they've done. They want the 19-year-old who is also a 
sophomore in college and who needs a spiritual leader. 
 
 Chloe focused a lot on the difference between needing and wanting a partner. She 
wanted to be married but never felt like she needed to be. Feeling like “a lost cause” and 
like someone who “men were intimidated by” she decided to focus on her career more 
than on her love life. Moving up the ladder at work quickly and changing companies 
several times in as many years, Chloe saw herself entering her 30s and began to worry 
that she was “unmarriable.”  
In her newest location in New England, she attended a singles ward that 
welcomed single members up to age 40. The common practice is to limit membership in 
singles wards to age 31, but in places with large populations of single members, the age is 
sometimes extended. Chloe argued that this left her in a “perpetual state of youth”: 
We all sort of just know how silly it is. Most[ly] grad students and people focused 
on our careers sitting together in the sacrament meetings pretending to still be 20 
or something. Church leaders still trying to get us to date and marry. Trying to 
save as many of us lost causes as possible. But how can we go from the office 
where we are well respected in our fields to mix and mingle events where we 
stand around drinking punch and eating pretzels? It’s kind of ridiculous. 
 
The stagnancy of the system made Chloe even more skeptical about her chances of 
finding companionship. Others shared this view. 
The church-based system for matching was deemed “ridiculous” by many of the 
older single members I interviewed, both in Utah and in New England. Erika Spencer, a 
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37-year-old elementary school principal who attended Chloe’s ward, said, “It all feels a 
little demeaning.” Martin Leon, a 40-year-old “businessman” referred to it as “childish.” 
And David Atler, a 29-year-old political advisor said,  
We just have no way of having grown up dates. We live in a world where we 
maintain the same kind of standards we expect of teens. No drinking, no 
swearing, and no sex. We all just sit around pretending that we don’t care that we 
haven’t had sex. We all just want to be virtuous. We are all still trying to live up 
to -- trying to create -- the perfect Mormon family.  
 
Still, despite their discontentedness with the system, most of my respondents continue to 
engage in such rituals.  
Because the LDS church has made marriage the lynchpin of the community, 
people try hard to be good members even if it creates inconsistencies in their lives. Chloe, 
and many of the other single people I interviewed, were diligent in their efforts to be 
good members, but always felt themselves falling behind those who had followed the 
path set out for them by the church. In this section, I argue that single members of the 
LDS church, especially those older than the average marrying age, occupy a complicated 
space in the religious community. Stuck in a perpetual state of transition, they are internal 
contradictions. Despite feeling that they will be unable to live up to Mormon standards no 
matter how hard they try, single members continue to make an effort. In so doing, they 
reinforce popular (Mormon) beliefs about marriage, even as they stand as living critics. 
 My goal in this chapter is two-fold. My first task is to answer two questions: 1) 
How do single members of the LDS church differ from other single Americans?; and 2) 
How do older single Latter-day Saints fit into Mormon culture? My findings suggest that 
while nearly half of all Americans are single, we, as a culture, still make assumptions 
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about the single person’s desire to be part of a family. More specifically, we assume that 
people want to be married (Knox and Schact 2012). Very recent literature on single 
adults in America suggests a place for them in the American context; still, single people 
continue to be viewed as being between life stages. While I recognize the significance of 
this liminal status in the lives of single Americans, I contend that liminality is much more 
complicated for members of the LDS church. The societal expectation for everyone to 
couple is magnified in the Mormon community due to a deeply embedded culture of 
marriage and a doctrinal emphasis on eternal companionship. While singles in secular 
society face many social and structural consequences, single Mormons face the ultimate 
structural consequence -- the loss of salvation. The social consequences are more explicit 
within the Mormon community. I identify what the church prescribes for single people 
(structural expectations), what the Mormon community envisages for them (social 
expectations), and what they hope for themselves (personal expectations), and pay 
particular attention to the messages transmitted by the church about this stage of life. In 
the Mormon Church, these messages are important to followers. Because the prophet is 
the mouthpiece of God, messages from him become like doctrine and thus members try 
to live up to them. 
My second task is to contribute to an overall understanding of institutional 
experiences of liminality in gender-traditional religious communities. Using Mormons as 
an example, I point to three important elements of the liminality of being single in 
gender-traditional religious institutions that value marriage. First, I argue that the 
experience of outsiderhood is more dependent on gender in conservative religion than it 
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is in the larger social context. As Turner argues, outsiders are set “apart from the 
behavior of status-occupying, role-playing members of that system,” leaving them in a 
weak or passive position (1974:233). Taking this a step further, I argue that being single 
makes Mormons outsiders within their own religious communities. They are “betwixt and 
between” acceptable life stages. Finally, I contend that the single Latter-day Saint’s 
experience with outsider-ness is dependent upon gender. This is due to varied perceptions 
around remaining single. Being single is viewed as a voluntary or involuntary position, 
depending on one’s gender. Men, it is assumed, are single voluntarily; women only 
involuntarily. Thus, all single members are outsiders, but men and women are affected 
differently in terms of social status. Men and women alike are, as single people, situated 
in a position that allows them to see clearly the contradictions of the church and the 
“overly” promoted ideal family type, a position that then becomes a space in which they 
can be unintentionally critical of the structure. The church does not want to recognize this 
liminal space because if it does, there will surface evidence that the system is indeed 
flawed. 
Single in America: Transition or Incorporation? 
 The demographics of the United States have changed dramatically in recent 
decades. The (traditional) nuclear family that once united marriage, economic viability, 
the bearing and rearing of children, love, sex, and intimacy, and which became the ideal 
family type after World War II, is no longer the norm. The marriage rate has declined, the 
age at first marriage has risen, and the nature and function of marriage and the family 
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continue to change (Cherlin 2009).77 Since 1970, the number of single Americans -- those 
divorced, widowed, or never married -- has grown from 28 percent to a record high of 49 
percent (DePaulo et al. 2007; Pew 2011).78 Only about 20 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds 
are married, a significant decrease from 1960, when 59 percent of that same age group 
was married (DePaulo et. al 2007). Divorce and cultural perceptions of marriage as 
obsolete contribute to these changes, but do not account for the overall shift in 
consciousness about marriage as an institution.  
Social scientists are only just beginning to engage in active research on the topic 
of single adulthood, a project they hope will result in their clearer understanding of the 
shift. Early findings suggest that marriage has less influence on how adults organize their 
lives, and how children are born and raised, than ever before. But even as these changes 
have consistently occurred, single people remain largely outside the mainstream 
American society, a feature of our standing as a promarriage society. That this should be 
the case, scholars explain, is evidenced by the fact that promarriage policies continue to 
be implemented and economic polices created in favor of married couples (Sanchez 
Nock, and Wright, 2002).79 The stereotyping and discrimination of single people, 
especially men, serves as yet another indicator of this bias in our system. (DePaulo 2006). 
For example, Reports suggest wage gaps between married and unmarried men, health and 
                                                
77 As of 2011, the median age of first marriage for women is 26.5 years and 28.7 for men. Compared this to 
25.1 years for women and 26.8 for men in 2000, 23.9 and 26.1 (respectively) in 1990, 20.8 and 23.2 in 
1970, and 20.3 and 22.8 in 1950 (Krieder 2010). 
78 Legally, anyone who is not married is single. Culturally, anyone who cohabitates with a romantic partner 
is seen as coupled. Self-identities are often ignored and, of course, have no legal bearing. 
79 As stated in the previous chapter, gender-traditional religions have a lot to do with this. Evangelicals, 
Mormons, and Catholics have been particularly active in political movements to financially support 
“traditional family values.” 
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automobile insurance “penalty” costs for unmarried people, and housing discrimination 
against single adults (Morris et al. 2007). In addition to systematic inequalities, single 
people experience social consequences. Assumptions about single people being alone and 
lonely abound in American culture. One has only to turn on the television or watch any of 
the many romantic comedies about the search for a partner to witness this stereotype in 
action. However, as research shows, single people are not at all the sad and lonely 
characters we see in such depictions. E. Kay Trimberger (2005) challenges those 
assumptions, arguing that singles have ties to extended families, strong social networks, 
and lasting friendships, and are more involved in their communities than married people. 
Additional research has identified similar findings (Dystra and deJong Gierveld 2004; 
Sarkisian and Gerstel 2008). Despite the prevalent notion that single people are generally 
dissatisfied with their social position, single people report similar levels of happiness as 
do married people (Byrne and Carr 2005; DePaulo 2006). Indeed, it has been reported 
that entering into a marital relationship does not, on average, increase happiness (Lucas et 
al. 2003). Eric Klinenberg’s recent study of people who live alone and are, for the most 
part, single, gets at many of these ideas. He argues that autonomy is possible for people 
whether they are single or married (Klinenberg 2012). The most important message to 
take away from recent literature on being single in America is that single people’s lives 
are not all that different from the lives of married people.  
Given this knowledge, one might make the argument that being single in the 
United States today is not difficult. Marriage, one might assume, is becoming the less 
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desirable option.80 Reports by Waite and Gallagher (2001), Hewlett (2002), Crittenden 
(2002), and others would, however, serve to counter such a claim. Not only does 
establishing a family unit through marriage continue to be the socially acceptable 
trajectory for a young adult life, but people continue to see marriage as more desirable 
than remaining single. Regnerus and Uecker (2011) explain this apparent contradiction 
well, saying,  
While certainly the times have changed and so have our sexual norms there’s no 
evidence to suggest that emerging adults are disinterested in relationships that 
last, including marriage. In fact, they want to marry. In our interview study, in the 
online CSLS, and in lots of other studies, nearly all young women and men tell us 
they would like to get married someday. We’re not talking half or even 80 
percent, but more like 93-96 percent. Most just don’t want to marry now or 
anytime soon (169). 
 
What this indicates to me is that, first, marriage is important to all Americans, but second, 
remaining single does not necessarily leave them feeling like outsiders. Of course, there 
are a number of factors that affect feelings about marriage. Regnerus and Uecker cite 
race/ethnicity, region, urbanicity, parental educational attainment, structure of family of 
origin, educational attainment, and religion as common influential factors. Not 
surprisingly, Internalized norms about the appropriate timing of marriage etc., are also 
affected by these factors. 
While some single adults, like those surveyed by Klinenberg and by Regnerus and 
Uecker, feel completely incorporated into society despite not being married, a great many 
do not -- particularly if they are religious. Religion has an undeniable effect on a person’s 
desire to be married and to transition at an appropriate time from singleness to the next 
                                                
80 Postmodern, feminist, and queer theorists argue that being single is more ubiquitous because marriage is 
no longer suitable for contemporary society (Essig and Owens 2009).  
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stage of life. Religious institutions, especially those that uphold “traditional” family 
values and valorize marriage, do intense structural and cultural work to maintain the ideal 
(nuclear) family as a model. In this dissertation I argue that the structural and cultural 
work of gender-traditional religions leaves single adults “stuck” in a liminal stage of life. 
Essentially, for a member to be single while in the transitional phase between childhood 
and adulthood is considered normal, but when this phase lasts too long the same member 
is viewed as an outsider and marginalized. Little attention is then paid to these members, 
who are perceived as outsiders, and they become unsettled and lost in liminality.81 
Gender-Traditional Religious Communities and the Non-Negotiable Nature of 
Marriage 
 
Gender-traditional religious communities have interested sociologists of religion 
since the mid-1980s, when scholars began to discredit the secularization thesis. A 
commonly studied topic within this research has been the non-negotiable nature of 
marriage. Orthodox Jews, for example, have extensive rituals around the courtship 
process and the entire community makes it their business to make a match, educate both 
parties involved about married life, and ensure some level of happiness in the marriage 
(Kaufman 1991; Manning 1999). Conservative Muslims rely on the family -- particularly 
the male headship -- to assist in the coupling process, with fathers bringing children 
together to meet and hopefully find a match (Aswad and Bilge 1996). Conservative 
Protestants, specifically Evangelicals, rely on familial and community support as well as 
                                                
81 It is important to note here that much of the discussion around marriage is linked to fears around 
sexuality. Messages about morality loom in American society. Later in this chapter, a discussion of 
American/Mormon sexuality will make the differences between secular society and Mormon culture more 
clear. 
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extensive cultural resources to develop strategies for finding a partner (Moff Hudec and 
Irby forthcoming).  
 Like these other gender-traditional religious groups, the LDS church is 
undeniably wedded to the idea that all members should be married. Throughout this 
dissertation, I have described the importance of marriage to the LDS Church and its 
members. I go as far as to argue that the doctrine of celestial marriage is the most 
influential aspect of the church. The desire to be sealed in the temple and to be eternally 
saved with a companion (and any children produced from that union) dictates many of 
the decisions made by members of the church, specifically those having to do with the 
formation of relationships. In fact, this idea is so influential in the lives of church 
members that Latter-day Saints have some of the highest rates of marriage and lowest 
rates of unmarried members in the United States.82  
Once members have entered into marital relationships in the church, they are seen 
as fulfilling a covenant with God, and are rewarded socially. Friends and family stop 
worrying about the fate of their loved ones once they enter into an eternal bond. As has 
been repeated throughout this dissertation, it is very clear what the Mormon Church 
expects of its young single members and of its married members. It is not clear, however, 
what the church expects for older single members who have not followed the path set out 
for them by the church. My data show that this fact leaves older single members feeling 
confused about their futures, taken advantage of by the church and its leaders, and 
                                                
82 According to a 2008 Pew Report on Religious Landscape in the United States, 71 percent of American 
Mormons over the age of 18 are married, 3 percent live with a partner, 9 percent are divorced (and not 
remarried), 5 percent are widowed, and only 12 percent have never been married. Of all the religious 
groups sampled, Mormons have the lowest percentage of unmarried members. 
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without a comfortable place to worship. In this section and in the section to follow, I 
argue that the LDS church is aware of the shifts in consciousness among Americans and 
the changing experiences of Mormons, but refuse to address them. However were the 
church to make an effort to create meaningful experiences for its older single members, it 
would be accepting behavior that church doctrine does not condone. Being single for life 
is not just unfortunate, but actually un-Mormon. 
 Because the Mormon Church has emphasized marriage as the primary goal of life, 
since the religion’s inception being single has been a constant struggle for members. In a 
review of statements made between 1831 and 1982 by leaders of the LDS church with 
regard to unmarried members, Raynes and Parsons (1983) argued that the general 
consensus among leaders had been that being single is a personal and societal curse that 
can only be cured by marriage. In this review, the authors found that most leaders during 
that 150-year period claimed that nothing positive comes from being unmarried. 
Throughout the history of the church leaders have suggested that single individuals are 
unrighteous. Women are thought to have little control over their marital status while men 
are seen as having ample opportunity to marry. Put simply, single women are the product 
of circumstance and demographics while men, for their part, are just lazy. But this goes 
back to the fundamental belief that any two worthy people can make a good couple. 
Because of the fact that there are too few men to go around, women are not responsible 
for their inability to meet the norm. Men, however, have ample opportunity to find an 
appropriate mate. For that reason, it is assumed that the older man is single for not having 
worked hard enough to find one.  
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 Comments reviewed by Raynes and Parsons also referenced “chemical 
imbalances” that supposedly left men unmarried. The authors noted that this was the 
church leaders’ way of discussing the effects of homosexuality on relationships. In my 
own research, many respondents spoke about homosexuality (the act, not the identity) as 
highly problematic to God’s plan. Because gender is seen as essential (and God given), 
same-sex relationships are not suitable arrangements. And, perhaps most problematic, 
they cannot produce children. It should be noted that since Raynes and Parsons’ review 
was published, the church’s teachings on homosexuality have changed slightly. 
Homosexuality is no longer (publically) referred to as a chemical imbalance, but as an 
attraction that can be “cured.” The primary treatment for “same-sex attraction” is 
marriage to a person of the opposite sex. The idea is that, as long as a person stays in 
good standing in the church, they will be able to live up to the plan of salvation.  
 Beyond the push to get people to date properly and to marry, there has been very 
little discussion about the experiences of single men in the church. Any talk of older 
single people in the church has been limited to the experiences of single women and their 
role as such in the community. Single men are viewed as “menaces to society” while 
single women are viewed as assets. Women’s presumed nurturing abilities are useful in 
many settings – not just in the family. As “ministering angels,” women have historically 
been and continue to be important to the community. 
The LDS Church’s Message to Single Members 
Those in my sample who had never married reported feeling unsettled and like 
outsiders within their community. With no ongoing assimilation process for them, the 
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persistent message received by single members is that personal value and worth to God 
are directly correlated to marital status. Beyond that the only additional directive 
provided to single members by the church is to disregard the notion of a soul mate, find a 
worthy member, and make it work. This, of course, contradicts secular perceptions of 
relationships and is therefore often contested by members.83 Still the idea remains a 
significant one for the church, particularly in discussions around the subject of 
homosexuality. Mixed-orientation marriages are often promoted as a way for homosexual 
Latter-day Saints to control their “same-sex attractions.” This rather pervasive 
perspective should be seen as evidence that the LDS church has a stake in establishing 
familial units that center around covenants made in the temple.  
In the mid-1970s, Spencer W. Kimball gave a talk entitled “The Importance of 
Celestial Marriage,” which outlined the church’s understanding of the effects of interfaith 
marriages, civil marriages, divorce, and singleness. In his talk, which was given twice in 
as many years, the prophet spoke of the “young men and women who seemingly have not 
been successful in total fulfillment.” He worried that though these young people had been 
on missions and had completed their educations, “they ha[d] passed the period of their 
greatest opportunity for marriage,” and he expressed fear that once their natural 
attractiveness and desirability had faded, these people would “find themselves alone.” 
Kimball then spoke directly to that population, saying, 
                                                
83 My respondents disagreed with the idea, citing examples of “broken homes” where the lack of 
compatibility of two worthy members led to unhappiness and eventually divorce. For that reason, and 
more, the directive was generally considered a flawed perspective. (For more on the clash between the 
church’s official message about eternal companionship and members’ own views on “soul mates,” see 
Chapter four.) They hoped rather to find someone with whom they were compatible to live out their days 
on Earth and in eternity.  
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You are making a great contribution to the world as you serve your families and 
the Church and the world. You must remember that the Lord loves you and the 
Church loves you. To you women, we can only say we have no control over the 
heartbeats or the affections of men, but pray that you may find fulfillment. And in 
the meantime, we promise you that insofar as eternity is concerned, no soul will 
be deprived of rich and high and eternal blessings for anything which that person 
could not help, that the Lord never fails in his promises, and that every righteous 
person will receive eventually all to which the person is entitled and which he or 
she has not forfeited through any fault of his or her own. We encourage both men 
and women to keep themselves well-groomed, well-dressed, abreast of the times, 
attractive mentally, spiritually, physically, and especially morally, and then they 
can lean heavily upon the Lord’s promises for these heavenly blessings. 
 
The message is, for the most part, directed at the women in the audience. Kimball 
attempts to relieve any worries women have about their salvation but never does the same 
for men. Instead, he leaves his audience with the thought of blessings still to come. 
Basically, he says, “Never give up hope.”  
 Kimball’s message has become like doctrine over the years, and, most of my 
respondents took the lesson to heart. No matter if they expressed frustrations at being in a 
singles ward where they did not feel spiritually fulfilled or at wanting to experience 
intimacy with another person, most were willing to wait for a worthy member of the 
church to come along and marry them. Women in particular felt that, because it had been 
promised to them in their patriarchal blessings, it was only a matter of time before they 
found a suitable eternal companion. Just as Kimball stated in his talk, the perception of 
most is that “the Lord never fails in his promises.” In the meantime, however, many of 
those who were waiting for their promises to be met were also wondering where exactly 
they fit into the Mormon community. In the next section, I examine what being an older 
single person actually looks and feels like for Mormons. I explore themes that emerged 
from my data, which include both the consequences of and the benefits to being an older 
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single member of the church. Because most of my single respondents reported having 
mixed feelings and contradictory ideas about their social positions, it can be difficult to 
tease out the complexities of these identities. Happiness and frustration are not mutually 
exclusive. 
Living as Menace or Angel 
Single Mormons: Who Are They? 
Single members come in three different varieties -- those who have been 
widowed, those who have been divorced, and those who have never been married -- and 
each faces different obstacles within the church. Widows and widowers who were sealed 
in the temple to other worthy members are usually not seen as a threat to the central 
doctrine of the church. Instead, they are told to take comfort in the fact that the separation 
between them and their partner is temporary, and that someday they will be reunited with 
their companion for all eternity. If a man is widowed and decides to marry again, he is 
seen to be “adding to his kingdom.” If a woman is widowed, she is strongly discouraged, 
if not disallowed, from marrying again. While men can be sealed to more than one 
woman, women can only be sealed to one man. This, of course, is a remnant of the early 
church doctrine emphasizing plural marriage, specifically polygamy. 
 Divorced members face greater difficulties in the church than single members 
who are either widowed or have never been married. More than one scholar has pointed 
out that divorced members come to feel like second-class citizens in the Mormon 
community (Bahr 1981; Beaman 2001; Raynes and Parsons 1983). Callings may be at 
risk when a divorce takes place, opinions may be devalued, and, for women specifically, 
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ties to the priesthood may be lost (Bahr 1981). In recent years, it has become church 
protocol for divorced men and women to have their temple recommends reviewed by 
bishops and stake presidents (Bahr 1981). Divorce also leaves members feeling confused 
about their futures, especially if their sealings are never canceled. It is unclear to whom 
the children will be sealed and whether divorced spouses will remain sealed to one 
another for eternity if they do not maintain their connection while on Earth. Depending 
on the age of the divorced person, becoming single again may be more difficult than it is 
for single members in the other two categories.  
 While widowed and divorced singles each inspire interesting and varied questions 
for research, my own sample focuses on those singles who have never been married. In 
fact, 97 percent of my single respondents fell into this category, and not by my own 
design. Instead, these were the people who responded to my request to interview active 
members of the LDS church. The high number of respondents in my sample who had 
never been married is further evidence that divorce makes being active in a ward more 
difficult. It may also point to the fact that those who do divorce and maintain their active 
involvement in the LDS church are likely to remarry quickly.  
The members in my sample who have remained unmarried into their late 20s, 30s, 
or even 40s are highly educated men and women. They are affluent, successful, and 
driven. Women and men alike held prestigious positions and advanced degrees, and were 
highly respected in their fields. For women, occupations included teacher; counselor; 
graduate student in the fields of social work, biology, political science, and literature; 
principal, president of a prestigious private school; nurse; and lawyer. Men held positions 
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such as financial planner; photographer; personal trainer; political advisor; and graduate 
student in fields of business, dentistry, optometry, and political science. Within my 
unmarried sample, 12 percent were under the age of 25, while the majority (56 percent) 
were between the ages of 25 and 30. About 21 percent were between 31 and 34, and 12 
percent between 35 and 40.  
 All of my respondents were, in keeping with the marital and sexual norms of the 
church, striving to maintain or regain their status as “worthy” members. Every single 
person I interviewed, including those who were currently going through the repentance 
process for premarital sex or other sexual sins, such as masturbation and pornography 
addiction, said they were striving to be married in the temple.  
 None of my respondents said they did not want to be married. Most were certain 
they would achieve that goal “at some point.” Chloe, the woman introduced in the 
beginning of this chapter, spoke repeatedly about her future husband. In various contexts, 
she discussed what he might look like, what kind of father he would be (often comparing 
him to her brothers), and how he would accept her successes. Similarly, Thomas 
Richards, a 29-year-old who was, at the time, going through the repentance process for 
engaging in premarital sex during a period of inactivity, said,  
Ideally I would like to wait until I have a temple recommend to get married. Not 
having one would be devastating…not really to me but to other people I’m close 
to. Like my girlfriend [laughing], and my mom. There is such a cultural stigma 
around not having one. But I’ve already fought the not-going-on-a-mission one so 
I don’t really want to fight this one too [laughing]. 
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For some, getting married in the temple was about having a good companion, for others it 
was about a promise and a familiar way of life, and for still others, it was about pleasing 
the community around them.  
Single Women: The Angels 
Over the course of my interviews, I found that women were very interested in 
talking about being single. It was as if they discussed this part of their lives on a regular 
basis; their thoughts and ideas had obviously been conceptualized over time and their 
perspectives were clearly articulated. They had theories about why so many women 
remain single and why they themselves had never found the perfect companion. Without 
hesitation, they offered to be respondents for my study, displaying the kind of eagerness 
that every ethnographer dreams of. Like the bishop I met in my first weeks of field 
research, these women wanted answers. They wanted their experiences normalized. And, 
above all else, they wanted to know that they were not the problem. They wanted 
someone to back their claims that the structure of the LDS church is at fault for their 
inability to find a suitable, worthy mate.  
Very few of the women I spoke with were happy about their situation. The 
perceived consequences of being a single woman in the LDS church were many, the 
perceived benefits very few. Such consequences included the likelihood of “marrying 
down,” “confusion about the future,” and feeling like “victims.” Benefits included the 
ability to create “strong bonds outside of marital families” and to “contribute to society in 
non-traditional ways.” When I asked about the possibility of their being the “ministering 
angels” of their religious communities, I got mixed responses. Some expressed gratitude 
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for the opportunity to “serve” others, since they did not have a traditional family to care 
for, while others considered the role demeaning. In the sections to follow, I will discuss 
these benefits and consequences in greater detail. 
Marrying Down 
In recent decades the gender gap in the Mormon Church has widened. In a report 
published in 2010, Phillips and Cragun showed that apostasy rates rose among young 
Mormon men between 1990 and 2008, especially in Utah, creating a gender imbalance 
and a surplus of women. Put simply, there are not enough men to go around. For LDS 
women, this means that the competition for worthy men decreases their chances of 
finding a suitable mate. As Chloe put it,  
…And I think it’s because there’s such a glut of women. My friend and I have 
this joke, what a Mormon boy’s street value would be outside. Because you see 
guys all the time in the church that you think, “You would never score that girl if 
you were not a Mormon. But because there are four of you and 18 of us, you 
know what I mean? If you had to go survive in the real world, your stuff would go 
way down!” [Laughing.] 
 
Like Chloe, many of the women in my sample recognized the number issue. Of course, 
the men did, too. Martin Leon, who described himself as “very wealthy, maybe in the top 
one percent of wealth in this country,” said, 
I could be married tomorrow. There are so many women looking for a husband. 
And when they see someone like me who is obviously a good provider...they see 
my car and my cufflinks and think babies and a fancy house. I could be married 
tomorrow to probably any of the girls in my ward. 
 
Echoing this sentiment, but in a more sympathetic manner, Gregory Smith said,  
 
I feel bad for the women in my ward. There are just not enough of us to go 
around. I am not married, but I feel like I could be if I wanted to. A lot of the 
women I know couldn’t say the same thing. 
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The reality of the gender gap leaves these women feeling frustrated with their situations. 
They know that the numbers are against them. Because women are encouraged to settle 
in relationships that may not be ideal in order to satisfy the marriage covenant with God, 
many women feel like they have few options. The idea of marrying down becomes even 
more frustrating as they age. Martha Rhodes, a lawyer in Utah, said, 
Do you know what kinds of men there are left by the time you’re my age? 
Weirdos, recluses, work-aholics, and divorced men. Divorced guys are really my 
best option. Even though dealing with the whole difference in sexual experience 
would be hard, at least I would know that someone wanted to marry him at some 
point. 
 
The larger Mormon culture also seems honed in on this phenomenon. One of the married 
women I interviewed for the project, Rosebeth Lang, said of her sister,  
[Laurie] is just too picky. She is 34 and works for [a bank] making really good 
money. She has a house, a car, a dog that goes to daycare, and I really think she 
would trade it all in for a husband. But she’s looking for someone who is doing as 
well as her financially. I’m sure that is hard to find. Why can’t she be interested in 
a teacher, or a...I don’t know, car mechanic. He could give her the babies she 
wants. 
 
I never did hear Laurie’s side of the story, but many of my respondents felt – and 
expressed -- this same kind of pressure. In fact, in January of 2011, poet Nicole Hardy 
wrote a thought provoking piece in the New York Times on what it’s like to be a 
successful older single woman in the LDS church. In it, she writes of her frustration with 
the expectation that she marry someone less than perfect for her. Like Martha, who spoke 
about the problems with never-married men, Hardy was uninterested in those Mormon 
men, “the leftovers.” With such a small pool of men to choose from, she eventually left 
the church in order to find someone more compatible. She was also motivated by “the 
distinct sense of remaining a child in a woman’s body.” The “arrested development” that 
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virginity seemed to cause her left her in search of her first sexual partner at age 35. None 
of the women I interviewed had gone as far as Hardy had, nor were they interested in 
leaving the church or their hopes for a temple marriage behind. They were, however, 
skeptical about how a marriage would work with someone who was less educated or less 
financially stable than they themselves were. 
Victimization  
In her article “Ministering Angels: Single Women in Mormon Society,” Anderson 
(1983) discusses those women who have never been married, saying that, historically for 
women in the Mormon church, there was the 
…automatic presumption that she was never single by choice. Instead she was 
used as a victim - primarily the victim of man’s selfishness, occasionally of her 
own “ugliness,” or her lack of sufficient social standing to win a “self respecting” 
man for husband (girls who had “lost their virtue” were presumed to be in this 
category), or of some other defects such as feeble mindedness although that was 
not an absolutely insuperable bar to marriage either (1983:59). 
 
Essentially, women, unlike men, have always been seen as victims of circumstance by the 
church, pitied by church leaders and fellow members alike. Today, as throughout history, 
Mormon women have a sense of the pity felt for them, and, not surprisingly, they don’t 
like it. “They pity us but then don’t do anything about it,” Amanda Knowlton said of the 
church as we sat and talked in her Utah condominium on the eve of her 37th birthday. “I 
don’t need people to feel sorry for me. I love my life. Yes, I want to find someone to 
share it with, but I don’t really want that to define me.”  
 But for so many single women, being unmarried is what defines them. They feel 
that church leaders patronize them and treat them like teenagers. They feel that their 
families worry they will not be cared for or protected. And, they feel pitied for their 
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inability to experience motherhood. Most of my respondents thought that the people 
around them tried to understand their position, but mostly just “shook their heads in 
sympathy, saying things like ‘You’ll find someone; Heavenly Father will send someone 
your way.’”  
Interestingly, in recent years the church has attempted to help married members of 
the church to develop empathy for people who remain single or who go through divorce. 
In a talk given by Kathleen Lubeck in 1987 entitled, “Singles and Marrieds – Together in 
the Faith,” suggestions were given to “help singles feel loved, accepted, and valued.” Her 
suggestions were to 
1. Treat singles as friends, equals, and adults. 
2. Ask singles to serve in church callings. 
3. Include singles in ward and stake activities. 
4. Be sensitive to the fact that many adult members are not married. 
5. Be aware of the special needs of singles. 
 
Gordon B. Hinckley reiterated these suggestions in 1996, when he addressed a group of 
single people over the age of 30 at the Salt Lake Tabernacle, saying, “I do not sympathize 
with you because I know you do not want pity. Rather, in a spirit of love and of 
understanding I simply talk with you in a dialogue.” He then compared the struggles of 
the single Mormon with that of the married Mormon, saying, “While a happy marriage 
should be the goal of every normal Latter-day Saint, let me assure you that for many who 
are married, life is miserable and filled with fears and anxiety.” His words imply that 
being single is not desirable, but in an effort to make single members feel one with other 
members, he compares their misery.  
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There exist popular church narratives, such as the second wife narrative and the 
heavenly wife narrative, which provide a happy ending to the story of singlehood. But 
instead of comforting members, they make them feel pitied by others in the community. 
First, it is said that women who do not find eternal companions when they are young may 
be able to find companionship later on in life. Kristen Meredith McCain Oaks, wife of 
Dallin Oaks, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, has become the ultimate 
example of success on this path. Having never been married, Kristen met Oaks later in 
life, after his first wife passed away, and they were sealed in the temple. A writer, 
professor, and constant servant in the church, Oaks is the perfect example of a woman 
who put effort into other important aspects of life -- education, a career, the church -- 
when marriage was not possible. Thus, hers is touted as a success story for older single 
women to look to when they feel frustrated with their situations. Often giving talks with 
her husband, she speaks of how marrying and serving her husband (and his family, which 
includes six children and many grandchildren) has brought her more happiness than she 
ever felt in her single years. 
In the end, many of the women in my sample felt like their experiences as single 
women put them in an uncomfortable position, one that made victim narratives of their 
lives and prompted them to continue to live up to the standards of the church, despite 
never really reaping the benefits of doing so. Aside from acknowledging what they saw 
as flaws in the structure of the church, so many of which contributed to their inability to 
find a suitable mate, none described themselves as victims. In fact, many described 
themselves as empowered. 
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Confusion about the Future  
I had a bishop in California who told some girls not to worry because lots of men 
died in wars and they would make suitable husbands on the other side. And we 
were like, “That’s NOT comforting in any stretch of the imagination. That does 
not make me feel good.” (Chloe Davis, 31) 
 
 In addition to the familiar narrative women hear about the possibility of marrying 
later in life, bishops and other leaders often tell single women that there will be ample 
opportunity for them to find eternal companionship in the afterlife. The idea can be traced 
back to a statement made by one of the early prophets of the church. As one might 
imagine, most of the older single women in my sample were not comforted by the 
thought. In fact, the very mention of it infuriated some. Chloe was particularly put off by 
the notion, asking, “Seriously, is that supposed to make me feel better? Is that really what 
they want me to look forward to?”  
The narrative of becoming a wife in heaven does not appeal to Mormon women 
for many reasons. First, the idea does not satisfy temporal feelings associated with 
finding love. Many women in my sample said that although salvation was the most 
important reason for wanting to be married (and for remaining chaste before marriage), 
love and companionship were just as significant. Having been raised in a secular country 
with secular notions of relationships, these women have come to believe that true love is 
important to one’s happiness. In a tradition that promotes an eternal family and a 
promised future in the “post-mortal realm,” single women (and men) worry about what 
will happen to them in the afterlife if they do not live up to the standards of the church. 
They wonder if they will ever reach the highest level of heaven without a worthy 
companion, where they will fit in the celestial kingdom, and to whom they will be 
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connected in the afterlife. For these reasons, such women remain devoted to the ideal 
plan to marry, no matter how unlikely it may actually be.  
Contributing to Society in Non-Traditional Ways  
 While many of my respondents stressed the consequences of being single, some 
reported feeling content in their unmarried state. The primary source of fulfillment for 
single women was their careers. The church promotes education for all members, but 
especially for single women. As Kristen Oaks, Dallin Oaks’s second wife, has said, 
women are doing themselves a disservice by waiting around for a companion. Though 
marriage should always be the first goal for all men and women, the church also 
promotes “engaging in other activities,” And single women should take heed. These 
“other activities” are most often interpreted to mean education, work, and service to 
others. Some of my respondents reported that while using work as a way to “keep busy” 
during the wait for an eternal companion, they developed a distinct joy in working. For 
that reason, many were unsure they would be willing to give it up. These are the women I 
refer to as “career women” in chapter three: Even as they seek to follow the path to ideal 
womanhood they also strive to succeed in their careers, making work their priority, at 
least temporarily. Since many married women stay home upon starting a family, the 
career woman’s experience of life in the church is unique. 
Thus, work and family are often placed in opposition to each other, by the church 
and by the members themselves. Leah Romney, a 35-year old educator, spoke of her love 
for her work and expressed fears about leaving it behind, saying, 
When I marry I’ll seek Heavenly Father’s guidance, but I can’t imagine giving up 
all that I’ve worked for. My work could be compatible with raising my kids the 
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way I want to. 
 
Law student Georgia Humphrey said something similar of her work, 
Well, you know, I just think I would go crazy at home. I have had a taste of 
financial freedom [in my former job] and I wouldn’t want to depend on someone 
else completely. 
 
The freedom afforded these women – women who had experienced financial successes -- 
sounded to me a lot like the kind of narrative that came out of the early years of the 
second wave of feminism. During my research I saw women, married and single alike, 
recognizing both the potential frustration of investing all their energies at home and the 
positive joy that comes from working outside the home. The appeal of the labor market 
was not hypothetical, however. The single women in my sample were very likely to work 
-- and be successful.  
 Like men, LDS women are taught to have a good work ethic. They begin with a 
religious education and then apply their academic skills to school and later to a mission 
(if they choose to go). Their work ethic helps single women to be successful, first in the 
working world, then in the home. During my field research in Utah, I was able to visit a 
class session in the Family Studies department at BYU. The day’s discussion, taught by a 
young single LDS woman and meant for single and married women alike, was focused 
on managing a household. Concepts such as “management paradigms,” “careful 
organization,” “outcome orientations,” and “stewardship” were debated. The professor 
and the students spoke about religious teachings freely. One student asked about the role 
of the spirit in stewardship. The classroom, which was filled with attentive young 
women, looked like any other college classroom. The only noise, aside from that of the 
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lesson, came from the four-month-old baby held by a student who sat strategically next to 
the only exit. At this point, I had been conducting research in an LDS ward for over two 
years, giving me enough insight to understand that the women in the class would very 
likely be using this information very soon. I was not surprised, then, by the intent with 
which they listened and absorbed it. Still, I was curious as to whether or not people 
question these roles and expectations.  
 After class, I met with the professor to ask her about her students. Did they ever 
question the life the church and the class presented to them? She answered “yes” almost 
immediately: 
In the several years I’ve been teaching this [course] I’ve seen women question the 
importance of the role of motherhood. It’s not as if they don’t want to be mothers; 
it is more that they worry they won’t do it well. These are women who are high 
achieving in their academic lives. Mothering is a skill one learns. They must learn 
not to be isolated and to take charge of the home, just as they would a job. 
 
According to her, these women were not questioning the gender roles enforced by the 
church, and they were not worried about the previously unnamed problem of the isolation 
of women. Instead -- at least in the case of the women at this particular church university 
and in this particular classroom -- were more concerned that they would not be able to 
live up to the high standards set for them by the church. Many of the older single women 
in my sample once felt as these students did, but their confidence grew in time and 
through the practice of fulfilling work. In short, as women grow their careers they 
become more confident in their abilities to do the same in the home. A life spent laboring 
in the work world prepares them for the emotional labor that comes with having a family.  
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The benefits of the “career” path for women are twofold. First, in choosing this 
path women are able to gain independence, both financially and socially. They develop a 
sense of identity and accomplishment through their work. Second, their work helps them 
to prepare for the labor associated with a family. Managing a home and raising children 
in the church is often equated with managing a business. Working independently is seen 
as an asset to would-be mothers and a confidence-booster for single women (as long as 
they do not work independently or remain single for too long).  
Strong Bonds Outside of Marital Families  
In 2008, Christine Packard and Wendy Ulrich wrote about the fears many single 
people presumably have about their (lack of) emotional support networks in an article 
titled, “That They May Grow Up in Thee: Markers of Adulthood for Young Singles.” In 
it, they wrote that 
Living without a spouse does not mean single adults also have to live without 
emotional support, care, or help. Developing a flexible support network allows 
singles to value and cultivate relationships not only with parents and siblings but 
also with roommates, married and single friends, Church members of all ages, 
neighbors, and co-workers. Emotional sustenance comes from those who support 
us, travel with us, pray for us, and know us deeply. These friends feel much like 
family members because we confide in them, because they stand by us in times of 
trouble, and because we trust them with our feelings. Building these connections 
reduces isolation and provides support for working through difficult times. 
(Packard and Ulrich 2008) 
 
Something most single people, religious or not, are concerned with is social networks and 
social bonds. Klinenberg (2012) argues that one trait shared by those who live alone and 
are single is the self-motivation to get out and connect to others. He goes on to say that 
those who are part of traditional familial units do not need this motivation. It is easy, he 
writes, to stay connected with the world simply by engaging with other members of the 
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family.  
The single women in my sample had, for the most part, learned the need for social 
bonds outside of the family of origin. For that reason, ward Relief Societies became for 
them important sites of ritual bonding. Single women connected to one another through 
their shared marginality and developed deep personal relationships with other women. 
Their relationships became more about sisterhood than friendship. They provided 
comfort and companionship as men could not (at least, until they were married). Such 
relationships -- which are more than simple friendships between women -- become a way 
for women to express their ability to care for others. Though the competition is clear 
among women in most singles wards, in this context their love and respect for one 
another is much more on display.  
It is not uncommon to see two women sitting close together during a Sunday 
school or Relief Society meeting, touching each other in ways we might not expect of 
Mormon women in a conservative church setting. Rubbing each other’s backs, wrapping 
arms around one another for extended periods of time, and playing with each other’s hair 
– all of this is typical among Mormon women. Historically, women have always been 
more likely than men to show affection to people of the same sex in public settings 
without fear of being labeled “homosexual” (Vicinus 1992). In the LDS church, 
affectionate women do not concern themselves with this label either. Unlike men, who 
rarely touch other men during services, except in an occasional side hug embrace, women 
are free to develop relationships with other women.  
 When I asked my single respondents about these relationships, they were pleased 
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to speak of them. Married women, by contrast, did not seem to have these kinds of 
intense relationships with other women. Chloe said that she felt “grateful for all those 
women [in Relief Society],” and went on to relay a story of a relationship she’d had with 
a non-Mormon woman who eventually became her roommate. “I loved her to death, but 
once I walked in on her and her boyfriend, I was done.” This experience, coupled with 
her tendency to move around a lot, left her in need of close relationships. Fortunately for 
her, she had the church: “Mormons are always so happy to welcome you into the circle. 
Women especially. When you are single and friends are getting married all the time, it’s 
nice to have some women in your life who know how hard it is.” 
 Establishing intense personal relationships outside of a marital unit is something 
that many of the married women in my sample had not been able to do. Women who had 
been married at a very young age were the least likely to have close friendships or 
significant relationships outside of their marriage or their families of origin. Single 
women, on the other hand, benefitted greatly from the relationships they had established 
during their adult lives. Their relationships with other women kept them from feeling 
lonely or isolated. They also allowed them to continue to practice their care-taking 
abilities. It was through such friendships that women were able to show potential 
marriage partners what kind of emotional work they were capable of. 
Ministering Angels 
 Beyond familial bonds and friendships, single women are also encouraged to 
serve others. In addition to their roles as family or career women, they are seen also as 
“called women.” Some women consider this a blessing; others feel it is a burden. All 
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members of the LDS church are expected to serve others -- to be ministering angels -- but 
single women are thought to be the best candidates for serving those in need of 
assistance. Such was the subject of a 1996 talk given by Gordon B. Hinckley to a group 
of women at that year’s general conference, 
Do not give up hope. And do not give up trying. But do give up being obsessed 
with it. The chances are that if you forget about it and become anxiously engaged 
in other activities, the prospects will brighten immeasurably. …I believe that for 
most of us the best medicine for loneliness is work, service in behalf of others. I 
do not minimize your problems, but I do not hesitate to say that there are many 
others whose problems are more serious than are yours. Reach out to serve them, 
to help them, to encourage them. There are so many boys and girls who fail in 
school for want of a little personal attention and encouragement. There are so 
many elderly people who live in misery and loneliness and fear for whom a 
simple conversation would bring a measure of hope and happiness.” (Hinkley, 
1996) 
Many of the single women I interviewed took this call to serve very seriously and seemed 
to enjoy being able to help others with the extra time they had as a result of not having 
families. Jenna Menard was one such woman. “I was called to serve in a Tongan ward 
and I really enjoy it. I work with the young women and I feel like they get so much more 
out of my presence than any of the women I used to teach in my [singles] ward.” Serving 
the less advantaged gave her a “sense of pride” and made her “life more fulfilling.”  
Leah Romney, however, considered the church’s expectations for single women 
to serve “problematic” and even silly. She said, 
I love helping people. It’s one of the things I enjoy about being a member of the 
church. But to assume that I am going to give my life over to others simply 
because I don’t have a family of my own is silly. I work, I go to school, I have a 
social life, and I [hold a high calling] in my ward. It’s really a no-win situation. 
They want me to be actively engaged in finding someone, but since I don’t have a 
family I should volunteer and serve more often.  
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Eliza Christopherson, another single woman, was even more bothered by the expectation 
that women in her position should be more capable of serving others, 
I don’t go to a singles ward. They are terrible. But family wards come with their 
own problems. As a single person I am given extra callings. What’s worse is that 
I’m asked to donate money, too. I think the idea is that I don’t have kids so have 
time and money. But I hate the implication that I need to do these extra things to 
prove my faith, to prove that I am obedient. 
 
 No matter the perspective on single women’s “call” to serve others, the notion 
that women will engage in emotional work while providing support for others is 
fundamental to the LDS church. Women have always been the backbone of the tradition, 
doing all of the duties that others (men) cannot or will not do. Single men, however, are 
rarely expected to take on extra service. Men also face different kinds of consequences 
and benefits from their position as single members. Whereas single women are pitied and 
given additional opportunities to fulfill themselves and to contribute to society, single 
men are seen as burdens on the church that cannot be relieved in any way other than 
marriage. 
Men: The Menaces 
Older single men were less than enthusiastic about discussing dating and 
relationships. While trying to find willing participants for my study, I spoke with many 
single men about the possibility of my interviewing them. Young single men agreed 
quickly to my request for interviews, while older single men were more reluctant. In fact, 
some of them declined without hesitation. Unlike the older single women in my sample, 
who tended to be eager to discuss the topic, only one of the men over 25 I spoke with had 
a similar kind of response. The reason for their reluctance soon became clear to me. 
    
 
230 
 
Older single men in the LDS church reported feeling shame and guilt as a result of their 
marital status and many simply “didn’t want to have to explain [themselves].” Being a 
single man in the LDS church can, as David Atler put it, “be extremely isolating. A lot of 
guys who don’t get married early just leave [the church]. If you stay, you have to put up 
with constant questions about it.” Women, for the most part, didn’t feel this way. 
Whereas older single women were thought to have fulfilling lives outside of an eternal 
union, men’s were seen as unfulfilled. Without a wife and children to support, men were 
thought to be doing a disservice to themselves and their religious community by not 
marrying.  
Men, too, spoke of the benefits and consequences of remaining single in the LDS 
church. The most important benefit for the men I interviewed was “autonomy.” Some 
men wanted to continue their studies and to focus on their careers, without having others 
to provide for. Some cited not wanting to be like their own fathers, who were often absent 
due to work. The major consequence for these men was being perceived as “unsettled.” 
Such men felt like they had failed because they had not “lived up to God’s plan” and thus 
worried about their futures. They never cited feelings of victimization or the pull toward 
serving others beyond the typical amount of service Mormons are expected to do. Some 
single men remained actively engaged in the search for an eternal companion, while 
others admitted to making little or no effort to find someone with whom to share their 
lives. This distinction had a tremendous effect on the way they were perceived within 
their communities. Failure to marry is not grounds for exclusion for men or women in the 
church, but failure to value marriage is.  
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Autonomy: Emphasis on Career and Schooling 
 Mormon men are not only expected to get married and have children; they are 
expected to provide well for their families. Motherhood is seen as a calling and many 
mother full-time. That leaves men to provide financially for the family. While some men 
find this to be an important part of Mormon manhood and something they find joy in 
living up to, others fear the responsibility. My data indicate that this was not a case of 
men simply not wanting to contribute to a unit, but rather the result of a persistent fear 
that they would not succeed in providing financially and emotionally for their families.  
 Justin Bradley, a PhD candidate in a science field at a prestigious university in 
New England, was among the first to express to me his concern that he would not be able 
to provide for a family. He said, 
Being a scientist people sort of think you will be rich someday. But the truth is 
that I still have a long way to get to that point. I have a lot of research to do before 
I can even begin to write. Things haven’t really gone as planned in my experiment 
so I am kind of starting over. Then I have to write. Who knows how long that will 
take? I hate writing. Then a post-doc. And, if I decide to go the academic route, 
that is not going to bring in a huge income. Oh, and let’s not forget the loans I 
have to pay back someday. It all adds up to me feeling unprepared to get married. 
I see my friends get married who were on one path and then as soon as they do 
they switch to something else where they can make more money. I won’t do that. 
My friend just quit his job as a photographer. He was really good, not like a 
wedding photographer or something, to go to business school, because he got 
married.  
 
Justin feared that one of two things would happen if he were to marry. Either he would 
not earn enough to support his family appropriately, or he would give up on his dream to 
pursue a more lucrative career. Thus, he chose not to date actively.  
Though very few men in my sample stated it as explicitly as Justin did, the topic 
was one I often heard discussed by single people more generally. In my more theoretical 
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discussions with men about why some of them choose never to marry, it tended to come 
up especially often. Women were, for the most part, sympathetic to the fear men feel. 
However, many women also expressed their own fears around marrying someone who 
might not be able to provide for them. Lucy Evers, a wife and mother in New England, 
was the most open about the topic in our interview. Speaking of the man she eventually 
married, she said,  
When I met [Jonah] he wanted to be a math teacher…. I love him and his desire to 
help people, but I just could not imagine living on a teacher’s salary for the rest of 
our lives. At the time we were in Utah in school so I only knew about teacher’s 
salaries there. They make nothing. Like, literally nothing. It almost made me not 
want to marry him. But eventually we talked about what our future might look 
like. He was open to my concerns and promised to pursue something else, a more 
well-paid field. Now he is in dental school. It’s a better fit for him anyway. 
 
 Men, too, desired to be free from the emotional responsibility of marriage and 
fatherhood, a fact that, more often than not, became a source of considerable internal 
conflict for them. While they knew fatherhood would add to their lives and “make me a 
better man,” they worried that they couldn’t “do” fatherhood successfully while also 
focusing on their own goals. The many examples they had of men who were successful in 
their careers and family lives only contributed to their fears. Speaking about their own 
fathers, bishops in their wards, and other prominent men in their lives, my male 
respondents communicated to me how difficult it can be to actually be present in 
children’s lives. Justin spoke specifically about this in his interview, 
I see so many men working themselves to the ground. They will work 12 to16 
hours a day, six days a week, and then stay up until 3 AM on Saturday night so 
they can have just one day to be with their kids. On that one day, they act like 
they are super dad. They change diapers, take kids outside at church, and, you 
know, you’ve seen it. But is that really the way a dad should be. If I had kids I 
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would want to be there with them as much as possible. But, if I had to work all the 
time, I wouldn’t be able to do that. It’s a double-edged sword, I guess. 
 
Martin Leon, the businessman who told me that he “could be married tomorrow” if he 
wanted, had a similar point of view on the matter. His worry was not about his ability to 
provide financially for a family, but about providing emotionally. “Maybe,” he said, “I’m 
not cut out to be a dad. Really. I can’t even picture myself as one. That just wouldn’t be 
fair to a kid, or a wife, for that matter.” Joseph Davenport shared the fears of these men, 
but for a different reason. During our interview, Joseph told me a lengthy story about the 
strained relationship he had with his own father, and then followed by saying, “What if I 
end up just like him? He was never around and when he was, he was terrible to us all. I 
work a lot already; I’ll probably keep going on this track, so I would just be like him. I’m 
sure of it.” 
 Staying unmarried relieved some of the worries these men had about their lives. 
In order to continue the work they were doing and to avoid being “bad” husbands or 
fathers, they chose autonomy. This they perceived to be the only benefit of remaining 
single, despite how it made others in their religious community feel about them. The 
isolation they felt were part of the many consequences of singleness.  
Unsettlement 
Frank Jordan, a 30-year-old Utah man, sat with me in a small room above a BYU 
dining hall to discuss his experiences with dating and relationships. Sitting in the plastic 
blue chair (reminiscent of those I had sat in during my earliest experiences with 
education), Frank was visibly uncomfortable. As we spoke he continually leaned back, 
lifting the front legs of the flimsy chair off the ground. He began with a typical narrative 
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of his life. He spoke of his love for the church, his memories of his baptism, and his 
desire to “do big things” in his life. Just as I began to move on to questions that focused 
specifically on dating relationships, he leaned back just a bit further in the chair. The 
former high school teacher in me wanted to say, “Be careful, you could fall,” but, as it 
turned out, I was too late. One of the chair legs bent sideways and Frank fell to the 
ground. On the one hand, he was terribly embarrassed, but on the other, we had an 
opportunity to laugh together, making the interview a little smoother from that point on.  
Frank composed himself, found another chair, and looked my way. We continued 
on. As I proceeded to ask specific questions about Frank’s past relationships and his 
aspirations for the future, I realized that being single was Frank’s weakness in life, the 
one part of it that he did not have complete control over. Aside from his recent 
unfortunate run-in with a pre-school chair on a college campus, it was the only aspect of 
Frank’s life that was unsettled. An entrepreneur whose multiple companies were doing 
well, even despite the economic recession the nation was dipping into at the time, Frank 
was settled in his career. He had purchased a home and a car, adopted a pet, and received 
an important calling in the past year. These details he conveyed to me with pride, 
indicating to me that he was comfortable in his life. And yet, as he spoke to me about his 
desire to marry and his inability to “find someone who really understands [him],” I was 
left wondering what effect this one unsettled aspect of his life had on the rest of it. Frank 
seemed happy to explain to me (especially after we’d bonded over the chair incident).  
He began by telling me that he had dated with the intention to marry early in his 
life but nothing ever seemed to “pan out for [him].” He went on a mission and pursued 
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other avenues along the way. School came easy to him, so he focused his attention there. 
While in school he won a prestigious award for a business plan he wrote. Since then he 
had spent a great deal of time bringing that plan to life. In the years after college, while 
he was working to establish his new company, dating got “pushed to the side.” He spent 
little time doing anything but working, nor did he spend time in spaces where men and 
women traditionally meet. He went to church regularly but was not ever really on the 
lookout for someone to marry. Before he knew it, he was close to 30 with no prospects. 
As he put it, “There is literally not one person I can think of that I am even remotely close 
to in that way. No one I would even consider a possibility.” He joked often about his 
social position, but also ventured into personal territory, explaining his fears about the 
future and assessing how others saw him. He explained, 
I want to be married, I do. But the older I get the harder it is. Some people make it 
sound so easy. Like I could just walk into a singles ward, point to a woman, and 
say, ‘That’s the one I’ll marry.’ I can’t do that. I would if I could, I swear. But 
women think I am unnerving now. I’m just like some dysfunctional guy who 
cares too much about work. That’s what they think, I think. 
 
It is not surprising that some men feel burdened by the expectation of marriage. 
Historically, church leaders have made their desire for men to marry very clear. The 
perception remains that unmarried men over the age of 25 are “menaces to society,” even 
despite the fact that there exists no evidence to suggest that Brigham Young actually 
spoke those words. Consequently, men are usually held responsible for the delay of 
marriage.  
The church believes that men should be married and that it’s “their own fault” if 
they are not (Raynes and Parson 1981). In the early years of the church, marriage was an 
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extremely important step in one’s life. This was especially true once plural marriage 
became an open practice of the religion in the 1840s. As one of the church’s early 
apostles, Orson Hyde, warned in a statement to reluctant bachelors, “Better men would 
step forward to do the job” (Hyde 1854, as cited in Raynes and Parsons 1981). Frank, and 
others like him, acknowledged this perception, arguing that it is still unacceptable to not 
marry or to delay marriage at all. “People in my life certainly think I am doing myself a 
disservice by taking so long to marry. They tell me all the time.” For older single men, 
other people’s assessments of them were not the only consequences they spoke of.  
Fear of the Future 
Like women, men worried about what would become of them in the afterlife. 
With the knowledge that all members who want to enter into the highest level of heaven 
must marry in the temple, they worried about where they would end up if they never 
found a spouse. They also worried about the rest of their time on Earth. David Atler 
shared with me the following: “God has a plan for me, I know he does, but if I don’t find 
someone soon, I just don’t know. I’m not saying I would leave the church, but it would 
be hard.” He went on to speak specifically to how he might fit in to the church as a single 
man later in his life. “I don’t really have examples of this to look to. I think men marry or 
they leave. It is that simple. For me, I don’t want to leave but there is no place for older 
single men [here].” 
Guilt and Shame 
Guilt was the most often discussed consequence of living as a single man in the 
church. Frank talked about his own guilt, pointing out that “every time I am with my 
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brothers and I see all that they do with their families, I feel like I am not doing what I am 
supposed to do.” Shame followed guilt as men found themselves feeling they had let God 
down. In a community that places so much emphasis on marital relations, not “living up 
to” marriage can be a shameful experience. Guilt and shame were more significant 
among the men in my sample who had, at some point in their lives, engaged in sexual sin. 
For the few who fit that category, the sentiment was one of unworthiness. These men did 
not just feel like failures, they felt like apostates (though most of them were not). As Jake 
Rhodes said during our interview in one of the baptismal rooms of his church building,  
What would be the point of dating? I can’t get married in the temple. I went 
against what my church wants for me. It’s not like I want to have to say to 
someone, “Yeah, I like porn and masturbating. I’m trying to live righteously so I 
won’t like it anymore, but it is just too hard. Sorry, we can’t get married in the 
temple.” 
 
 Men and women alike face the benefits and consequences of singleness every day 
of their lives. However, men and women experience their singlehood differently. Women 
face fewer social consequences and are more accepted by the church; men experience 
feelings of shame and guilt and find few rewards. 
Conclusion 
As in the larger American context, and perhaps in the context of humanity in 
general, there exists an expectation that people couple. For that reason, most fulfill this 
prophecy. But, of course, some do not. Those who do not achieve the goal of marriage 
and the creation of a family unit may find themselves in a liminal space. Here they are 
between worlds, between identities. In the LDS church, the liminal space inhabited by 
single members is inhospitable and much less accepting of those who do not live up to 
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societal norms. This, I argue, is due to the doctrinal emphasis on marriage in the Mormon 
Church. 
Remaining unmarried is problematic for men and for women in the LDS church, 
but in very different ways. As I have shown here, authoritative statements about single 
Latter-day Saints indicate that women who fall into this category are seen as the victims 
of demographic inequalities, while single men are seen as sinning against the 
commandment to marry. Women are now and have always been pitied when perceived to 
be “unmarriable,” while men were never seen as unmarriable at all. Instead, they were 
perceived as defective. Leadership has referred to them as unable or unwilling to support 
a family, “lacking in guts…[or] suffering a chemical imbalance,” or just battered and 
scarred (Raynes and Parsons 1983). None of these “excuses,” however, was thought to be 
a valid reason not to marry. In fact, the only acceptable reason for singleness has, 
traditionally, been disability. Even today church leaders speak to single women in a 
sympathetic tone, as a father might speak to his daughter who is suffering. The message 
is simple; it’s not your fault. Men, on the other hand, are given a stern talking to. Upon 
leaving for his mission, a man’s next step should be to get educated and to get married. 
When they do not obey so direct a message, they are told they are not living up to their 
potential and they will not be exalted to the highest level of heaven.  
 
    
 
239 
 
Chapter Six 
 
Constructions of Gender in the LDS Church 
 
Beyond Expressions of Masculinity and Women’s Agency 
 
 
This dissertation is not simply the story of a community and its boundaries. It is 
not just about the way Mormons form relationships. It is, rather, an ethnographer’s 
account of how the nature of membership and the definition of the community fall along 
gender lines. In every chapter, the distinctions between men and women have been made 
evident. Mormons have highly gendered experiences at every stage of life. In adulthood, 
men and women follow different paths toward the same end -- marriage. Men have little 
flexibility in terms of the ideal path, but as a result they are rewarded with familial 
authority and eternal salvation. Women have more flexibility, but only because of the 
disproportionate number of women in the church. By definition, not all women will 
succeed in establishing endogamous marriages in this life. Like men, those women who 
are successful are rewarded with eternal salvation but, unlike men, they have very little 
formal authority in the home. Men and women, according to the LDS church and 
Mormon culture at large, are different. This difference shapes men’s and women’s 
experiences, causing them to make singular choices in life. In light of the choices they 
make, we can look to doctrinal mandates, institutional expectations, and cultural 
messages to explain them, but that does not necessarily give us a complete picture. 
Focusing completely on mechanisms for control leaves out the gendered agentic behavior 
of the individuals who strive to conform to the standards of the church.  
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Modern people, I argue, can and do choose to limit their choices -- they make 
disciplined decisions. Entering onto a life path that is shaped by a rule of discipline (what 
Max Weber (1905/2001) would have labeled asceticism) requires no less agency than 
constantly selecting from a random menu of options. It requires conscious intention (for 
men and women) to limit the choices in their lives. On the surface it looks like they are 
“just” obeying rules, but in making that assumption we risk not fully understanding the 
internal logic of the disciplined life plan they are choosing, every day, to follow. 
A number of theories of agency have been developed in the sociology of religion 
since the early 1990s, when the lives of women in gender-traditional religious 
communities became more central to the field (Burke 2012). Slowly, scholars began to 
recognize that women who participate in these traditions exercise agency, and are not 
simply dupes exploited by patriarchy. It has been demonstrated time and time again that 
women find ways to empower themselves through the reframing or reshaping of the 
messages they receive (Bartkowski and Read 2003; Brasher 1998; Chong 2008; 
Davidman 1991; Griffith 1997; Katzenstein 1998). In other cases, research has shown 
that women make disciplined choices to comply with religious doctrines (Avishai 2008; 
Bauman 2008; Bilge 2010; Hoyt 2007; Mack 2003; Mahmood 2005). Thanks to so 
extensive a body of literature on women, we are left with a great deal of knowledge about 
their experiences. We know how and why they exhibit agency in their lives. 
We do not possess the same kind of knowledge about men’s lives. Instead of 
thinking about the way religious beliefs impact men’s everyday lives, sociologists of 
religion have used two contradictory assumptions about men’s privilege to make agency 
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a non-issue. Some scholars automatically treat men as agents, assuming universality. 
Others argue that men are not automatic agents, since they need not exhibit agency in 
order to benefit from a system that already provides advantages for them. Scholars should 
not take for granted men’s agency nor avoid it altogether. Instead, I argue, agency should 
be used as a critical lens through which to examine the context of privilege for religious 
men. In other words, privilege should not be used as an excuse to dismiss agency, but 
rather as a tool to complicate and extend it as an analytical concept. Thus, I argue here 
that in the context of a gender-traditional religion, both men’s and women’s agency must 
be examined. We cannot assume that women are dupes, nor can we assume that men’s 
privilege in rigid patriarchal systems is uncomplicated.  
Sociological Examinations of Men and Women in Gender-Traditional Religions  
 
Investigating Women’s Lives  
 
 The sociology of gender is a dynamic and rapidly growing field. Having 
blossomed out of the rebirth of the women’s movement and the resurgence of feminism 
during the late 1960s and early 1970s, the academy was, and continues to be, profoundly 
affected by the social movements of that time. It was then that feminist scholars began to 
problematize “truth” statements within their respective disciplines and that “normal 
science” was brought into question (Tuana 1989; Wylie 2010).84 They wanted to know 
                                                
84 The idea of “normal science” is most commonly addressed within the context of the sociology of 
knowledge and science. Sociologists often use Thomas S. Kuhn’s book The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions (1962) to understand the history of social scientific knowledge (although Kuhn never intended 
his ideas to be used in the social sciences). In his book, Kuhn suggests that there exists no unitary and 
unidirectional process of accumulating facts about the world (especially not in science). He covers four key 
concepts: paradigms, normal science, anomaly, and scientific revolution. Essentially, without a shift in 
paradigms, “truth” statements often go unquestioned. The move away from examining gender as variable 
only is a great example of the power of such a shift. 
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where they, and their experiences, fit into the dominant perspectives used across their 
disciplines. Prior to the development of this line of questioning, the social sciences in 
particular were dominated by the “normal science” view of sex difference, which 
maintained that the sexual characteristics of the individual were a result of biological 
inheritance and psychological “wiring.” Sociologists, relying on the functionalist 
perspective, theorized about the “harmonious” social system, contending that the 
American family relies on the complementary roles of instrumental men and expressive 
women (Parsons 1955).  
 This “system,” however, left many women feeling deviant, as they found their 
feelings and experiences absent from the public sphere. As scholars began to examine 
their own lives, many of them initially relied on the theoretical framework of “sex roles” 
to explain their experiences. In the early 1970s, courses such as the “Sociology of Sex 
Roles” seemed cutting edge; however it quickly became obvious to many that sex role 
socialization as a theory was grossly inadequate (Hess 2005:x). By the late 1970s, 
scholars had begun to propose alternative theoretical frameworks for analyzing gender. 
Over time, a new paradigm, which conceptualized gender as a relational system of social 
inequality, rather than as a set of social expectations attached to social status, was 
developed. Feminist sociologists began to build a theoretical basis for understanding 
social patterns on all levels, from daily interaction to the structure of the political system. 
Gender became a unifying theme, linking theory and research, as it constitutes one of the 
basic dimensions of all social institutions.  
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 Although the sociology of gender has expanded over the years, the old paradigm 
(the use of biological or psychological explanations of gender difference) has had 
enormous staying power, even within the social sciences. It remains the conceptual model 
for those who hold power in higher education, foundations, the media, politics, religion, 
and the economy (Hess 2001). Thus the new paradigm, despite the fact that it has been 
around for several decades, continues to be challenged in and out of academia. Ideas 
about fixed gender attributes and complementary sex roles are clearly not limited to 
gender-traditional religious groups like the Latter-day Saints.  
 The new paradigm, which feminist scholars continue to develop, makes the 
general argument that gender is socially constructed and should be treated in the social 
sciences as a social institution (Martin 2004). Feminist scholars, for their part, seek to 
turn conventional wisdom on its head and to explicate the complex nature of social 
reality, especially that which pertains to gender. In order to understand the complexities 
of our social lives, we must recognize that life takes place within a matrix of influences, 
that gender is embedded in ideologies, and that even biological tendencies develop within 
a field of forces, from intimate relationships to institutional structures (culture among 
them), all of which shape, channel, and modify any innate impulses. We must understand 
that the system of gender relations is dynamic, changing as various aspects of society and 
social institutions change.  
 The paradigm also points to the way we create systems of gender relations in our 
own lives -- our way of “doing gender” in the day-to-day (West and Zimmerman 1987). 
“Doing gender” refers to the reconceptualization of gender as something people do in 
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their social interactions, rather than as a set of traits residing within individuals. The 
concept suggests that gender is embedded in every aspect of our everyday interactions. 
Where “doing gender” is concerned, one’s actions are said to simultaneously produce, 
reproduce, sustain, and legitimate social meanings accorded to gender. In other words, 
biology and psychology alone do not explain difference; instead we must, as gender 
scholars and proponents of the new paradigm argue, consider gender a social construction 
and a basic element of social structure, reinforced by everyday interaction.  
Even with the remarkable advances sociology has made in understanding gender, 
sociology of religion was among the most resistant subfields when it came to critical 
claims made by feminist academics. Until recently, the subfield remained primarily 
“informed by a predominantly Eurocentric, white, male view of social reality, and by 
perspectives that have largely ignored the way that non-white, non-Western, lower-class, 
non-protestants define the social world” (Wallace 1997:4). Sociologists of religion 
recognized the bias in the 1990s, and began to work toward the advancement of studies of 
women and religion (Hoyer-Gray 2000; Neitz 1993, 2003; Wallace 1997). After a call to 
action by Ruth Wallace in her 1995 presidential address to members of the Society for 
the Scientific Study of Religion (SSSR), women were made more central to the study of 
religion, albeit very slowly.  
The initial resistance she faced was undoubtedly due to the fact that the sociology 
of religion had, at that time, been dominated for many years by theories of secularization. 
Having directed their attention almost exclusively to macro-level analyses of religion, 
scholars found little room, in so narrow a focus, for women. But around the same time 
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that Wallace gave her speech about the need for sociologists of religion to study women, 
the macro-level approach to understanding religion’s relationship to society waned and 
new theories were developed. Pluralism (Finke and Stark 1992; Warner 1993; Wuthnow 
1989), congregationalism (Ammerman 1998, 2005; Chaves 2004), and lived religion 
(Ammerman 2007; Hall 1997; McGuire 2008) became more important to the field than 
ever. Unfortunately, however, gender was still regularly ignored. It is often assumed that 
religion is unimportant to understanding society, and so it remains low on the list of 
priorities for feminist sociologists. The field’s constant emphasis on quantitative research 
means that gender often gets treated as a variable rather than as a theoretical framework; 
this, too, is part of the problem. The study of gender has remained “ghettoized” within the 
sociology of religion. Although gender gets recognized more now than it did in previous 
years, it continues to be an under examined area of study within the sociology of religion.  
As gender has become more prevalent in the field, emphasis has been placed on 
several aspects of gender and religion. The most explored aspect has, by far, been the 
nature of women’s agency within gender-traditional religious communities. Scholars 
simply want to know why and how women remain invested in religious institutions, 
traditions, beliefs, and practices that systematically devalue them. Because feminist 
scholars see religious texts and authorities as reflecting patriarchal relations by presenting 
women in limiting roles, valorizing men, and prohibiting female leadership positions, 
they often have difficulty understanding women’s involvement in gender-traditional 
religious communities (Daly 1968; Reuther 1981). Research illuminates for them what 
they cannot see from afar. 
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Women’s Agency 
Over the last twenty years, a significant body of literature on women’s agency has 
been developed; its primary focus has been on threats to women’s personhood. Most 
scholars in this line of research begin with the notion that women’s involvement in 
gender-traditional religious groups constitutes a paradox. Ozorak (1996), for example, 
begins there, but suggests that there are rewards associated with religious involvement 
and/or faith that may not be so easily perceived by others. Comfort, security, a sense of 
belonging, and/or personal growth may all be factors in a woman’s happiness and sense 
of fulfillment in the church. Women, she argues, perceive inequality but cope with it by 
employing cognitive restructuring (1996:17), a theory that suggests to me that women are 
reframing, or reinterpreting, religious teachings and personal experiences within the 
church in order to deal with inequality (Beaman 2001:64).  
 In her discussion of reframing in Orthodox Jewish communities, Lynn Davidman 
(1991) describes how female members often “creatively interpreted” their traditional 
religious practices to seem more in keeping with feminist values. It is important to these 
women, Davidman explains, that they contemporize traditional religious practices, as it 
allows them to remain associated with their faith even as they maintain a collective 
conscience and stay connected to the rest of society. The decision to do so is not, 
however, necessarily a conscious one on their part. In fact, Davidman says, 
Women’s cognitive reframing of the benefits of their religious involvement may 
simply reflect their general tendency to undervalue their own entitlements, as they 
do with respect to housework and childcare. (1991:27) 
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A similar report can be found in Christel Manning’s 1999 book, God Gave Us the 
Right: Conservative Catholic, Evangelical Protestant, and Orthodox Jewish Women 
Grapple with Feminism. In it, she writes, 
Evangelical women say a wife must submit to her husband, but almost none of 
them do. Orthodox Jewish women argue that women can’t be rabbis because that 
would take time away from their main responsibility, the care of women and 
children. Yet they also insist that domestic work should be equally shared. 
Conservative Catholics insist on strict obedience to all of the church’s teachings, 
but they criticize fundamentalists for not adapting tradition to changing times 
(1999:150). 
 
Here Manning uses the theory of cognitive dissonance, a theory said to motivate people 
to change contradictory beliefs or behaviors and to avoid situations and information that 
induce contradictions, to frame her argument (Manning 1999:151). By reframing doctrine 
and ideology for themselves, she explains, women’s agency and autonomy is preserved, 
even as men’s headship and dominance is maintained. And while such a strategy would 
seem to imply contradiction and hypocrisy on their part, the women who employ it, 
Manning suggests, do not see it as such. Rather, these women “know” (based on religious 
ideology) what is right, but often view their own experiences as unique. 
 Nancy Ammerman (1987), in her examination of the ways in which 
fundamentalists negotiate boundaries in a secular world, describes the construction and 
maintenance of an ideological world. She argues that separation from other groups, 
specifically liberal Protestants, Catholics, and secular society, is extremely important to 
the construction of fundamentalism.85 As a result, a particular traditional gender ideology 
                                                
85 Sociologists of religion are generally interested in how various denominations interact/perceive one 
another. It is also seen as important to look within the same religion to see how conservatives interact with 
liberals and so on. Christel Manning (1997) calls attention to the fact that while conservative Protestants 
and Jews have separated themselves from their more liberal counterparts by forming independent 
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helps to reinforce boundaries and separation. Gender roles are clearly defined in the 
church, and men and women are said to serve very specific functions in society. 
However, as with the women in Manning’s study, contradiction quickly becomes 
apparent among women of the fundamentalist community. Traditional family values, 
although incredibly important to the identity of a fundamentalist woman, fail to be 
enacted in practice. Women’s comfort in the conservative tradition comes from the belief 
that God’s power (not just God’s goodness) empowers them to do for others. They may 
not even feel unequal because they believe that their own behavior as caretakers gives 
them the power to change the world for the better. This lends itself as well to an 
understanding of mothers as powerful. 
In her study, Debra Kaufman (1991) examines the many paradoxes in returned or 
newly orthodox women’s lives as they attempt to negotiate their conservative, patriarchal 
faith (Jewish Orthodoxy) and their desire to be valued as women. Her study is driven by 
the same question Manning, Ammerman, and Davidman attempt to answer in their own 
research: Why do women choose to enter, reenter, or remain part of seemingly oppressive 
communities? Kaufman, for her part, found that women typically felt spiritually empty 
without a connection to a group. She equates the return to orthodoxy with the rise of 
“new religions.” Drawing on the “crisis of meaning” described by Peter Berger (1967, 
1995) and others, she argues that religious orthodoxy provides these women with answers 
to the questions they have about the meaning of family, gender identity, and feminism. 
                                                                                                                                            
Evangelical and Orthodox denominations, conservative Catholics continue to co-exist with liberals in the 
same church, creating a polarized community within the church but also encouraging both sides to become 
more moderate in their beliefs. 
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The Jewish Orthodox group, therefore, serves as a plausibility structure (the context for 
meaning systems) for the women involved (Berger 1967). 
Davidman’s discussion of cognitive reframing and Manning’s discussion of 
cognitive dissonance suggest that compliance is desirable but not always possible. 
Women who reframe their experiences, they argue, may not be doing so intentionally. 
Rather they may feel uncomfortable with the idea of reframing even as they enact it in 
their own lives. But such arguments are problematic because they deem compliance non-
agentic.  
The women in Ammerman’s study felt similarly about their inability to live up to 
the ideal notion of fundamental womanhood but, as she argues, they are comforted by 
their interpretation that God empowers them in certain ways. Reframing the concept of 
the mother -- deeming it a powerful position -- becomes, then, an intentional act. 
Such studies are good examples of the kind of work being done on women’s 
agency just as sociologists of religion began to pay closer attention to women in religion. 
They represent, among other things, the efforts made to understand how women negotiate 
their positions in gender-traditional religious communities. Many others have done 
comparable work and have come to similar conclusions. In recent years, however, these 
early conceptualizations of women’s agency have been challenged.  
Saba Mahmood (2005) was among the first to argue specifically that compliance 
can be agentic. Emphasizing embodied capacities contained within religious customs and 
traditions, Mahmood argues that the way women understand their worlds affects the way 
they conform to and/or resist them. This perspective indicates that women are not simply 
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taking on the norms of their cultures blindly. Emphasizing her subjects’ religious piety as 
agency, Mahmood pushes feminist scholars of religion to think beyond internalized 
oppression and notions of “false consciousness.” Similarly, Avishai (2008) argues that 
women “do religion” for a variety of reasons. By “examin[ing] agency as a religious 
conduct and religiosity as a constructed status” (409), she does not simply ask why 
women comply, she examines how they perform their observance.  
Bringing Men into the Discussion of Gender 
 The study of men in sociology began just as the study of women did, with an 
emphasis on sex role socialization. Masculinity and femininity alike were seen as sex 
specific and sex appropriate personality traits. Then, in the early 1980s, a new body of 
literature developed which examined power relations among men. It was then that 
Connell (1983) and Carrigan et al. (1985) argued that masculinity is not a trait, as sex-
role theory would suggest, but a socially constructed male practice that, when engaged in 
collectively, works to subordinate women. Connell’s development of the concepts of 
hegemonic and subordinated masculinities, in particular, changed the sociological 
understanding of gender forever. Suddenly sociologists were paying closer attention to 
the gendered experiences of women and men.  
 The 1990s was a particularly significant time for academic work on men and 
masculinities. Analyses of men focused on their experiences with work, war, sports, race, 
health, aging, crime, sexuality (mostly non-heterosexuality), violence, family, and 
friendship. But, as Schrock and Schwalbe (2009) have noted, “the tendency for 
sociologists to embrace men-and-(fill in the blank) patterns when studying men and 
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masculinity has…become limiting” (278). In order to move away from this tendency, 
they argue, we must focus our attention on practices and processes while viewing gender 
as more than just an attribute of individuals. As Lorber (1995) and Martin (2003) argue, 
gender is an institution rooted in the social processes of everyday life and social 
organizations. Gender differences are constructed through cultural practices and used as a 
means to justify sexual stratification. To use Lorber’s words, “the continuing purpose of 
gender as a modern social institution is to construct women as a group to be subordinate 
to men as a group” (33).  
 In the past decade, researchers have moved away from the men-and model. 
Studies, primarily qualitative in nature, have focused on how men present themselves as 
gendered beings. Out of these studies, the concept of multiple masculinities has been 
taken up and expanded upon time and time again. Some argue that this has fostered a 
categorical essentialism and that the multiple masculinities model misses the way gender 
works in a given setting (Pascoe 2003; Schrock and Schwalbe 2009). Still, the model has 
been helpful to scholars as they work to understand how manhood and “manhood acts” 
are constructed, as well as how men emphasize different aspects of the hegemonic ideal. 
As defined by Schrock and Schwalbe, manhood acts are the “identity work males do to 
claim membership in the dominant gender group, to maintain the social reality of the 
group, to elicit deference from others, and to maintain privileges vis-à-vis women” (289). 
Manhood acts, then, continually reproduce gender inequality. 
Most often, the study of masculinity is situated in the context of assumed 
masculine power. It has been shown that when traditional male authority is threatened, 
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new ways of asserting power are discovered. Traditionally, men have found power in 
their careers and through their income. According to Hochschild (1989), men invoke their 
work as a way to avoid childcare and home duties. Thus, men with limited economic 
resources must find other ways to exert their power. Cavanagh et al. (2001) show that 
poor and working class men are more likely to be violent. This is especially true for those 
with partners who are not “appropriately submissive.” In the workplace, men have been 
found to take on fatherly roles, at times serving as guide and at times as authoritarian 
(Kerfoot and Whitehead 1998). The sexualization of women has also been seen as a way 
to assert authority and demarcate gender boundaries in the workplace (Prokos and 
Padavic 1996). Studies of gay men argue that the hegemonic ideal is reproduced and 
power gained through the emphasis on masculine bodies and sexualization (Green and 
Halkitis 2006; Hennen 2005).  
Threats to Masculinity 
 Masculinity and manhood acts have been of further interest to sociologists of 
religion over the past decade. The assumption that men’s dominance over women is the 
result of theological understandings of women as subordinate to men (especially within 
gender-traditional religions), however, has left us with limited conclusions about 
manhood acts among religious men. While much of what has been examined emphasizes 
threats to masculinity, there is very little that examines the manhood acts within groups 
where men’s authority has not been threatened.86  
                                                
86 One exception to this rule is the work of W. Brad Wilcox (2004). In his study, he suggests that 
Conservative Protestants are able to foster positive emotional work amongst married men with children in 
the home, and that by encouraging men to engage more with their families, they are able to strengthen the 
family as an institution. 
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 The Promise Keepers movement is one of the primary contexts in which men in 
gender-traditional religious groups have been studied (Bartkowski 1997, 2000, 2004; 
Gallagher and Wood 2005; Heath 2003; Messner 1997;). 87 Studies of Promise Keepers 
have, for the most part, emphasized the notion of “headship” and perceived threats to the 
patriarchal “chain of being.” Official texts and rhetoric have been the subject matter most 
often examined, but the gender identity of men has become more central in recent years. 
The Promise Keepers, which has been described by Messner as an “organized and highly 
politicized antifeminist and antigay backlash” (1997:35), has emphasized responsible 
fatherhood and “Godly manhood” above all else. It has not, however, always had the 
desired outcome.  
Bartkowski (1997) found that the movement helped to reify social hierarchies 
while also (perhaps unintentionally) creating a tendency toward egalitarianism. Heath’s 
(2003) coverage of the movement suggested, as did Bartkowski’s, that the Promise 
Keepers impacted Evangelical men in contradictory ways. Essentially, in an effort to 
reestablish positions of authority in the family, these men became more expressive and 
caring, which in turn transformed their notions of masculinity. This is not to say that the 
men involved in this movement ever left their desire for authority behind. Instead, the 
rhetoric of the group simply created “a kinder, gentler patriarchy” that sought to promote 
“domination” (Kimmel 1999:114-115). Studies of official rhetoric led analysts to give 
unequivocal verdicts that the Promise Keepers are essentially an antifeminist patriarchy, 
                                                
87 Until recently, the study of men (and the sociology of religion generally) has been centered around 
Evangelical Christians. John Bartkowski (2007) explains that evangelicals are a hot topic of study because 
they are often viewed as “the arbiters of patriarchy” (154). 
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while ethnographic study uncovered more nuances. My interest is in those distinctions. I 
wonder how often we miss nuances in our study of agency in gender-traditional religions.  
Of course, a great deal is lost when we look only to the experiences of one gender 
within a group. For that reason, we must gain an understanding of how men’s and 
women’s beliefs influence their behavior. Engaging in subtle resistance in specific 
contexts while also intentionally conforming to norms ensures their position in the church 
and protects the beliefs of the community. We must understand that ideas may predict 
one thing, but people negotiate something a little different. In the case of the Latter-day 
Saints, the nuances are significant: What LDS men appear to say and do is different from 
what they actually say and do. 
Toward a Theory of Agency for Men and Women in Gender Traditional Religions 
Defining agency has always been problematic in the academy. Philosophers and 
sociologists have been developing theories of agency for centuries. In the lengthy debate 
that places agency and structure in opposition to one another, many have chimed in on 
how to define agency. Bourdieu (1977) and Giddens (1984) have focused specifically on 
how free actions lead individuals to reproduce (however unconsciously) their social-
structural milieu. Some argue that agency is a romanticized Western conception 
(Alexander 1993; Cahill 1998; Mahmood 2005), others that it simply does not exist 
(Fuchs 2001; Loyal and Barnes 2001; Meyer and Jepperson 2000). Emirbayer and 
Mische (1998), make a case for the use of agency as a theoretical tool in sociology and 
define it as such: 
The temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural 
environments—the temporal-relational contexts of action—which, through 
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the interplay of habit, imagination and judgment, both reproduces and 
transforms those structures in interactive response to the problems posed by 
changing historical situations. (1998:970) 
Scholars from many different disciplines make use of the term, often without 
acknowledgement of most other disciplines’ use of it. As Ahearn (2001) states, “Scholars 
often fail to recognize that the particular ways in which they conceive of agency have 
implications for understanding of personhood, causality, action, and intention” (112). For 
the most part, however, scholars agree that agency refers to the capacity to act, 
specifically in socially mediated settings. This leaves us with many questions about the 
concept. For example, is agency always about resistance? Does an agent have to be 
autonomous? 
Feminist scholars in particular have, in an effort to demonstrate the constraining 
power of gender and to find places where women resist that authority, equated agency to 
resistance for decades. This has been a challenging perspective to uphold. Oppositional 
agency, or resistance agency, as some call it, is just one of many forms of agency. As Ab-
Lughod (1990) warns, we must not romanticize resistance. If we do, we will miss out on 
the important ways in which men and women exhibit agency in their lives.  
Within the sphere of literature on women in gender-traditional religions in recent 
decades, resistance agency, empowerment agency, and instrumental agency have 
dominated. Women who attempt to challenge or reshape their religious traditions are 
categorized as exhibiting resistance agency (Arthur 1998; Bayes 2001; Brink and 
Mencher 1997; Germani and Lehrerer 2001; Hartman 2007; Katzenstein 1998; Saline 
2008; Weaver 1995). Empowerment agency is said to occur when women reinterpret or 
reframe religious doctrine or practices in ways that allow them to feel empowered 
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(Beaman 2001; Brasher 1998; Brink and Mencher 1997; Elson 2007; Franks 2001; 
Griffith; Ozorak 1996; Pevey et al. 1996; Read and Bartkowski 2001; Rose 1987; 
Wolkomir 2004). And, instrumental agency is what women exhibit when they work to 
maintain their involvement in gender-traditional religious communities for the 
advantages it provides in the non-religious aspects of their lives (Afshar 2008; 
Bartkowski and Read 2003; Chong 2008; Davidman 1991; Franks 2001; Gallagher 2003; 
Jalal 1991; Mir 2009; Orsi 1996). These three types of agency acknowledge oppositional 
acts -- places where women act autonomously. Autonomy, however, is not the only way 
to define agency, nor should it be (Avishai 2008; Mahmood 2005). Theories of agency 
that require autonomy miss a certain kind of experience that may not always be deemed 
agentic -- compliance.  
Compliant agency “usefully expands the definition of agency to include the 
various ways in which women exhibit agency by conforming to religious teachings” 
(Burke 2012:128). It assumes that religious teachings and practices carry with them 
sources of agency and power. This expanded definition is especially useful when 
attempting to better understand women in non-Western contexts (Mahmood 2005). 88  
In many cases, religious women do not act on their own behalf and thus their 
agency is not autonomous. Amy Hoyt (2007) cited Mormon women in particular as 
striving not for autonomy but for the power of community membership and for access to 
divine power. Compliance to gender-traditional roles allows them, Hoyt says, to maintain 
                                                
88 This idea comes specifically out of post-colonial and post-structural theories attempting to complicate 
Western notions of women’s agency. Religious women “do” compliance in multiple ways. Intentional acts 
of conformity or resistance are a direct result of the diverse ways women understand their world (Mahmood 
2005). 
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their social position within their community even as they assure their celestial position in 
heaven. 
Sociologists of religion have not yet applied this notion of compliance to men’s 
experiences with gender-traditional religion. Many men are assumed to be 
simultaneously compliant and non-compliant. It is presumed they mostly benefit from 
compliance or at least have the authority (more so than women do) to be non-compliant 
or to push for change. But such assumptions ignore the complications often associated 
with non-compliance and activism. In what follows, I show how religious men and 
women exhibit agency in the multiple ways they negotiate gender and spiritual authority.  
The concept of agency has “maintained an elusive, albeit resonant, vagueness,” 
within the social sciences (Emirbayer and Mische 1998:962). For my purposes, I will use 
the term to refer to the ways in which religious men and women assert their spiritual 
status in conforming to strict religious expectations. I argue that asserting his or her status 
gives a person the power to act. Conformity, then, is an intentional action. My effort in so 
doing is to understand conformity by both men and women and in the context of both the 
church and the home. My argument is similar to what others have themselves argued 
about compliance, but dissimilar in that it is concerned with how, in marital relationships, 
conformity affects the unit. In order to distinguish my theory from previous theories, I 
refer to intentional compliance as disciplined agency. In what follows I point to the 
agency involved in choosing to obey and to limit one’s range of action.  
In order to do so, I must rely on various feminist theories, which argue that ideal 
notions of masculinity and femininity are flexible to the extent that they have to be, since 
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people inevitably fail at perfectly embodying gender norms (Butler 1999; Connell 1995). 
What this means is that masculinities and femininities are constructed in a cultural 
context, change over time and from place to place, and are displayed in men and women 
alike (Connell 2005; Lorber 1995; Schrock and Schwalbe 2009).89 Thus, expressions of 
masculinity and femininity among men and women in gender-traditional religions are 
likely to vary depending on circumstances.  
I recognize that agency can be seen in the multiple ways in which individuals 
inhabit norms, in addition to the ways in which they challenge them (Avishai 2008; 
Mahmood 2005). Drawing on the empirical example of the LDS men and women in my 
sample, I point to spiritual agency specifically to show how experiences within gender-
traditional religious groups are more complicated and nuanced than previously assumed 
by scholars on gender and religion. My emphasis on spiritual agency represents an effort 
to redefine the kind of compliance that takes place in the LDS church and within the 
Mormon community and the families that comprise it. It is a way to show that men and 
women alike in the LDS church strive to act on behalf of their community and are thus 
disciplined in their actions. That discipline, I argue, is highly intentional. Even when men 
and women exhibit resistance agency, it is almost never made public; resistance almost 
never goes beyond the home. Outwardly, their agency continues to protect the beliefs and 
practices of the larger religious culture.  
 
                                                
89 Normative female behaviors push women to engage in a kind of ideal femininity, which is often 
dependent upon sexualization and motherhood. Normative male behaviors, on the other hand, push men to 
engage in a kind of ideal masculinity, the focus of which is to dominate other men while keeping women 
subordinate. 
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Men’s and Women’s Agency in the LDS Church 
As discussed throughout this dissertation, gender in the LDS church is culturally 
constructed based on gender complementarianism and the belief that “gender is an 
essential characteristic of individual premortal, mortal, and eternal identity and purpose” 
(Hinckley 1995). Gender in the Mormon community, then, is not just socially and 
culturally constructed, but theologically defined – “written in stone,” that is. Various 
other religious traditions have made similar statements about gender in recent years. In 
the 1980s, for example, the Southern Baptists made a similar theological statement about 
gender, but the denomination did not have the authority of a “living prophet” to enforce it 
(Flowers 2012).  
 Using God as a partner, the church often makes statements about manhood and 
womanhood. Members recognize these messages as important and work to live by them. 
But gendered acts in the LDS church are almost always more complicated than they first 
seem. Both men and women can negotiate their masculinity and femininity in multiple 
ways, even as they conform to religious standards, follow the expected life course, and 
appear to be ideal Mormons. LDS women, for example, are particularly adept at 
“bargaining with patriarchy” (Kandyoti 1988). In this section, I confirm what others have 
argued about the everyday lives of women in gender-traditional religions. LDS women 
are adept at finding subtle ways to empower themselves or to reframe the doctrine, 
teachings, and expectations of the church. By resisting or reframing traditional practices 
for themselves, they are able to reshape the system for others. By actively complying 
with the religious mandates set forth by the church, they are able to accrue for themselves 
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the benefits of full membership. Following my discussion of LDS women, I theorize 
about men’s agency using spiritual authority to explain how and why men act in 
disciplined ways. 
Confirmed Agency among Women 
Outsiders often view Mormon women as family-obsessed, with few aspirations 
beyond finding a husband and bearing children. In conversations I have had over the 
years about my research on members of the LDS church, I have heard variations of the 
same opinion repeated time and again. The general consensus, it seems, is that Mormon 
women are oppressed by the patriarchal structure of the church, submissive always to 
their male relations -- fathers, brothers, husbands, and sons.90 This may be true for some 
LDS women, but it is certainly not true for all. In Mormon culture, women are to be 
passive with regard to relationships, meaning they should wait to be approached by a 
man. They should be smart, care about their appearance, and of course, love God. They 
are to be active in their wards and well educated. It is important that they be seen as 
rational, practical, smart, and organized -- traits that are to be channeled into family 
duties once married. They should be accomplished, have good etiquette, and be 
supportive. And, they should be knowledgeable about their faith, so that they can educate 
their children appropriately on religious matters. Again, these traits might exist naturally 
in some LDS women, but most struggle to live up to the ideal. Even those who seem to 
                                                
90 This typecast became evident in the 2012 presidential election as Ann Romney’s role in the campaign 
was questioned due to her history as a stay-at-home mother and wife to a traditional man. Americans made 
assumptions about her knowledge of the economy because of the perception that she was a “submissive” 
wife. 
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fulfill these duties must continue to work to gain power in multiple ways, especially in 
the home. This phenomenon occurs both at the individual level and within collectives.  
Empowerment Agency: Reframing Power through Motherhood 
With some exceptions, most women do not push for institutional change. Instead, 
they reframe their experiences to find openings in their lives where they can obtain 
power. Often Mormon women find themselves negotiating the boundaries of their 
religious communities and employing strategies to understand their roles in the family 
and the church. In her 2001 article, “Molly Mormons, Mormon Feminists and Moderates: 
Religious Diversity and the Latter-day Saints Church,” Beaman examines the ways in 
which LDS women exhibit agency in the context of the institutionalized patriarchy. Her 
findings suggest that Mormon women tend to fall into particular roles in the Mormon 
community. In each of those roles, women find a way to negotiate their identities as 
members of the congregation to which they belong and as members of society at large. 
She describes the “Molly Mormon,” a phrase often used by members of the church to 
describe a worthy Latter-day Saint, as a woman who lives by the standards of the church 
and is an all-around “good girl.” She also describes the Mormon feminist and the 
moderate Mormon woman.  
 Just like the women in Beaman’s study, the women in my sample viewed their 
prescribed roles as a “map to salvation” and an important way to ensure order in the 
home. By God’s command they aspired to the roles of wife, mother, and leader in the 
household. Because men are typically the primary breadwinners and religious authorities 
in the home, holding the calling of the priesthood, women work diligently to excel at 
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their household responsibilities. Because many Mormon women argue that the calling of 
motherhood is equal to that of the priesthood for men, excelling at household duties 
becomes a way to assert power in their lives. Sarah Reed, a married woman I spent many 
months getting to know, speaking with her on numerous occasions in her New England 
home, told me that motherhood meant “everything” to her. Having married later in life 
than most of her friends and family members, she was initially worried she might not be 
able to be a mother. She said, 
When I moved out here, everyone thought I was crazy. And maybe I was. I don’t 
know. I felt like my kids, the ones who would make me more full or complete, 
would come to me if I went out looking for that life I wanted. And I did. Once I 
got here though I was scared to death that I would never get married and never be 
a mommy [scrunching her face up and pretending to coo to a baby]. When I met 
[Tom] it all worked out and now we are whole. We have our system down.  
 
At the time I was struck by Sarah’s use of the words “complete” and “whole” to describe 
herself and her husband, so I asked her to elaborate on the point. She immediately 
mentioned the priesthood and her husband’s “very important role” in the lives of their 
family members. She then went on to say that Tom, her husband, “needs the priesthood. 
He can’t be a mother so he gets to be a priesthood holder and give blessings to our girls. 
It will help them to bond.” I later found out that many women make the comparison 
between motherhood and the priesthood. Motherhood (and, I would argue, household 
management, including sexual relationships) essentially becomes a way for women to 
express their agency. Of course some dispute the comparisons made between these two 
roles. Cornwall (2001), for example, argues that there is little to suggest that church 
leaders hold these two roles in equal esteem. Thus their equation would seem to be more 
about the informal power women gain by fulfilling their “natural” roles as mother to their 
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children. The power of the priesthood has been debated among intellectuals and 
Mormons alike since the inception of the religious tradition. And, for the most part, 
questions about why women cannot hold the priesthood are simply deflected by the 
church.91 Instead emphasis is placed on the way priesthood benefits all, not just men. 
Brigham Young was the first to address this claim, 
Priesthood is to be used for the benefit of the entire family, for the up building of 
men, women, and children alike. There is indeed no privileged class or sex with 
the true Church of Christ... Men have their work to do and their powers to 
exercise for the benefit of all members of the church… So with woman: her 
special gifts are to be exercised for the benefit and uplift of the race.” (as quoted 
by Widtsoe 1954:92-93) 
 
Men and women, Young and other leaders of the church have argued, are different, but 
equally important. This is often interpreted to mean that men’s and women’s roles as 
holders of the priesthood and mothers (respectively) are both important to the plan of 
salvation. Linda King Newell (1992), a Mormon scholar best known for writing a 
biography of Emma Smith, takes issue with this interpretation in “The Historical 
Relationship of Mormon Women and Priesthood.” She argues that the “equal citizenship 
for women” was replaced with “the glorification of motherhood.” Thus, she says 
“anything traditionally considered “male” in the church has come to be attached 
exclusively to the priesthood, and this emphasis stresses - even magnifies - the 
differences between the sexes rather than concentrating on expanding the roles of both” 
(30). This sentiment is echoed today as women attempt to understand their roles in the 
                                                
91 It should be noted, however, that according to Linda King Newell (1984), Emma Smith was ordained 
along with two counselors by Joseph Smith and John Taylor. Joseph Smith, it is said, told Emma Smith and 
her counselors to “move according to the ancient priesthood.” Newell argues that with Smith's death came 
much confusion about the power of the priesthood, one that led eventually to the elimination of women’s 
power over the years. 
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home as religious educators and leaders. Without the “authority” of the priesthood, many 
women feel disadvantaged. Some are satisfied with the explanation that the priesthood is 
equal to motherhood, but others are not. As Newell states, 
The motherhood-priesthood “equivalence” also ignores the fact that women from 
the beginnings of Church history did not sacrifice their important role as mothers 
while participating fully in the spiritual gifts of the gospel. Nor is there evidence 
to suggest that women’s spiritual activities or their independence within the Relief 
Society organization in any way diminished men’s priesthood powers or their 
exercise of them. (Newell 1992:31) 
 
But despite what these scholars have said, the women in my sample who equated their 
experience as mothers to the priesthood were intentionally disciplined. They did not resist 
the church’s stance on gender, and found empowerment through their discipline.  
Reimagining the Workplace 
Beyond empowerment through motherhood, women, especially those who did not 
work outside the home, found empowerment through their husband’s workplace success. 
Again, this is a place where we see how intentional, disciplined agency helps women to 
feel empowered. Men’s achievement in the workplace therefore became more than a 
single person’s endeavor; it became the goal of the couple (and perhaps the entire 
family). Several women in my sample who were working actively to achieve success in 
their roles as wife and mother were also very involved in the careers of their husbands. 
One woman in particular had published in an academic journal with her husband who 
was, at the time, a professor. Another woman, also an academic’s wife, expressed pride 
in having helped her husband to write his dissertation. Others had less to do with the 
actual day in and day out of their husband’s work lives, but spoke as if they had. Having 
done previous research on Mormons for another research project, I was familiar with the 
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use of the phrase “our career,” but as I set out to conduct the field research for this project 
I was struck by how often it was actually used.  
For one couple, who had only been married for two years but who had already 
begun having children, adding a son just 11 months after marrying, the man’s pursuit of a 
law degree was important for everyone involved. As I sat on the couch watching a young 
boy toddle and fall, Courtney Farhner recounted every step taken to get Mike, her 
husband, into law school. She had a hand in the application process and in his preparation 
for the LSAT.  
It’s like doing it for yourself. We want to have at least six children. We both come 
from big families. I have nine brothers and sisters. So it was important that we set 
ourselves up with the best career possible. He’s gone a lot but I think it will get 
better when he gets a job at a firm. And he knows I’ll do anything to achieve the 
goal.  
 
Just like the Evangelical, Orthodox Jewish, and Catholic women Manning (1999) 
described in her book as having reframed doctrine and ideology to go against the 
“natural” laws of the religious traditions to which they belonged, Mormons negotiate 
church teachings and the role of women in the family to feel empowered. They are not 
going against church teachings by doing so, but rather they are achieving the Mormon 
ideal of having a mother at home. Their ability to contribute to their husband’s success 
allows them all the traditional benefits -- income and the ability to stay home with their 
children -- but it also provides them with the added benefit of feeling valuable in the 
family for more than their completion of household duties. They have simply reframed 
the teachings of the church, making themselves an integral part of their family’s 
relationship to secular society.   
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Reshaping: Efforts toward Change 
In some cases, resistance occurs, and women work to change aspects of their 
religion to reflect the desired equality of women and men. This trend has been seen 
among Protestants, Catholics, and Jews alike, and has been reported on widely. In these 
situations, women’s desire to reshape the structure, doctrine, dogmas, teachings, and/or 
practices of their religious institutions has been successful in helping them to feel more 
comfortable in their communities. Unlike reframing, which allows women to reinterpret 
religious beliefs on a personal level, reshaping requires a struggle for change at a 
structural level. Reshaping requires visible, organized resistance. Ruth Wallace (1992) 
has been one of the leaders in examining this phenomenon. Among other things, she has 
shown that women have appropriated leadership positions in the American Catholic 
Church. Mary Katzenstein’s (1995, 1998) own interest in the Catholic Church has 
inspired her to examine Catholic feminist organizations such as “Woman Church” and 
“The Women’s Ordination Conference.” Of particular interest in Katzenstein’s study is 
the discursive politics that activists who are trying to reshape the church must utilize in 
order to change the construction of knowledge within a conservative and traditional faith 
(1998:107), an area of research that is becoming increasingly more intriguing to 
sociologists of religion. 
 We want to know how (if at all) women are able to change the structure of a 
religious organization. Currently, Catholicism remains the most commonly studied faith, 
as there seems to be a constant struggle for change in the church, but other faiths are 
being recognized for their social change initiatives as well. One example is the recent 
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signs of change in traditional African American denominations (Dodson 1996, 2002; 
Gilkes 1998, 2001). For the most part Mormons, have, however, been unable to make 
large-scale changes to the overall structure of the church. Because it is taught that men 
are natural leaders and women natural mothers, there has been little widespread visible 
questioning of these roles. However, this is not to say that there have not been women 
(and men) who have challenged the patriarchal structure of the church. 
The most notable group of women trying to create change in the church are part 
of a set of scholars who have worked to point out what they perceive to be major 
problems. In 1993, several intellectuals began resisting various norms of Mormon culture 
and were excommunicated and disfellowshipped for their academic writings about 
women in the church. Known in the media as the September Six, the group raised 
questions about the doctrines that kept gender traditionalism in place. Lynne Kanavel 
Whitesides, Maxine Hanks, and Lavina Fielding Anderson wrote about authority, power, 
and the concept of “Heavenly Mother,” introducing a feminist challenge to Mormon’s 
heretofore exclusively male images of God.92 Each of them took their own approach to 
critically examining church history, doctrine, and practice, but all challenged the church 
to reevaluate its tradition. Maxine Hanks, in particular, attempted to reimagine the role of 
historical women in the establishment of the church. In Women and Authority: Re-
emerging Mormon Feminism, she states that, 
Cultural feminism found outlets in the Mormon doctrine of a heavenly mother and 
female priesthood, implicit in Joseph Smith’s discussions of God, the temple, and 
                                                
92 The other three scholars sanctioned in September of 1993 were men who focused on other aspects of 
LDS doctrine that were seen as problematic – Avraham Gileadi, Paul Toscano, and Michael Quinn. Paul 
Toscano’s wife, Margaret Merrill Toscano, also wrote on women’s ordination. The church disciplined her 
in 2000. 
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priesthood keys. Eliza R. Snow described the mother in her 1845 poem, 
“Invocation: or the Eternal Father and Mother,” now one of Mormonism’s most 
loved hymns. Snow was widely regarded as a “priestess” and “prophetess,” as 
well as “presidents” of the Mormon women’s organizations including the Relief 
Society. (Hanks xiv) 
 
Hanks made the case that the poem by Eliza Snow was a direct challenge to LDS dogma, 
but the issue has not been presented as such by the church. And, even as the song remains 
a popular one, the church has never formally recognized the concept of a “Heavenly 
Mother” other than to say “…in light of the instruction we have received from the Lord 
Himself, I regard it as inappropriate for anyone in the Church to pray to our Mother in 
Heaven” (Hinckley 1991:100). Hanks argued that a Heavenly Mother should be 
recognized in order to grow the role of women -- to valorize their experiences and to 
indicate their spiritual importance. She was excommunicated in 1993. Whitesides and 
Anderson faced similar reactions from the church. Whitesides was disfellowshipped, a 
lesser sanction that allowed her to retain her membership. Many speculate that the 
sanctions against the September Six were meant as a warning to non-conforming 
members. Due to the fact that the church has historically kept excommunications quiet, 
the public nature of this month of sanctions brought a lot of attention. The action taken by 
the church against these men and women sent a very clear message to members about 
what in the church was up for discussion and what was not.  
Even today, women’s understanding of the Heavenly Mother is limited. This 
indicates the effectiveness of church leadership to keep members from discussing the 
matter. Many of my own respondents, when asked about the notion of a Heavenly 
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Mother, agreed that it was a nice concept, but said very little beyond that. Chloe Davis 
said, 
It makes nothing but sense. We learn about eternal families forever…since I was 
three years old. So if I am going to live in heaven with my Heavenly Father why 
wouldn’t we have a Heavenly Mother, too. But no one ever talks about it. It’s like 
if we talk about it, we might actually believe that women have a place in the 
church.  
 
Other women seemed to share Chloe’s ill feeling about the ease with which the church 
brushes aside the concept of the Heavenly Mother. Jenna Menard, a college student in 
Utah, suggested that the idea be taught more widely. Having just learned of the concept 
recently from a friend, she seemed dumbfounded that she had not thought about the 
possibility of a mother in heaven. My respondents’ perspectives on this early attempt to 
reshape the doctrine of the church indicate that women have very little room to create the 
change so many of them desire. As a result, many women chose – and continue to choose 
-- to conform or to leave the church altogether.  
Today, even with the cautionary tale of the September Six ever looming, there 
exists a small subgroup of Mormon women who identify as feminists. These women are 
most visible in online communities such as the Feminist Mormon Housewives blog, and 
the Exponent II blog. Within my sample there were several young women who identified 
as feminists. When asked about her life history, Dani Long, a 28-year-old graduate 
student, began by saying, “I am just your typical Mormon girl with a little bit of feminist 
in me.” But she was not, I soon found, typical at all, just as most Latter-day Saint women 
who identify as feminists are not.  
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Very recently several movements meant to create widespread change have gained 
momentum in the church. Efforts to change the age at which women were permitted to go 
on missions were met, finally, with support by church leaders. And, in December of 
2012, a group of Mormon feminists began a “wear pants to church” movement in order to 
call attention to women’s issues. The movement was widely debated (and strongly 
objected to) by many, and still Joanna Brooks, a professor of English and scholar of 
Mormonism, called it “the largest concerted Mormon feminist effort in history” (as 
quoted in Pratt 2012).  
Mormon women exhibit agency just as women in other gender-traditional 
religions have done and continue to do, reshaping their personal understandings of the 
teachings and doctrines of the church to find empowerment. In some cases, and with 
some success, they have been able to reframe the church’s institutional structure by 
resisting norms and by making their desire for change known. They have also actively 
complied with the cultural expectations of the church in order to gain that which was 
promised to them (i.e., salvation and exaltation). But women’s agency is not the only 
important finding to come out of my data. What I have found is that men, too, negotiate 
their positions in the church. Like women, men exhibit agency in gender-traditional 
religious groups, sometimes in unexpected ways.  
Men as Agents 
The cultural messages on manhood are clear in the LDS church. Men are to 
initiate relationships, be good providers, and have strong testimonies. They are to show 
intelligence and spiritual vigor, and aspire to high callings without being self-righteous. 
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Families should be central to their lives but must never take away from their 
independence. Like the expectations set for women, these are hard ones to live up to. 
Mormon men who do meet these expectations perpetuate the patriarchal structure of the 
church (whether they want to or not) through their support of traditional hierarchies. They 
take on leadership roles (mostly because women are left out of the institutional 
hierarchy), which keep them securely in positions of power. Masculinity and “manhood 
acts” are constructed in a unique way among Latter-day Saint men. Manhood acts help 
them to maintain the traditional family structure promulgated by the church. But, because 
they are already deemed the dominant gender due to their religious authority, they are 
able individually to challenge hegemonic masculinity, at least to some extent. For 
example, during the time in a Mormon man’s life when he dates most actively, he might 
also work to disengage from typical masculine activities such as enforcing the 
sexualization of women. Men and women are equally responsible for sexual indiscretions 
in the LDS church, leaving men to protect their chastity just as women do.93 LDS teens 
and adults are less likely than other groups to engage in homophobic dialogue with others 
(Pascoe 2007). Rather than using slurs in an attempt to maintain a heteronormative 
structure, Latter-day Saints rely on teaching the gospel in an effort to save -- or at least to 
                                                
93 The Mormon man’s experience is different from the experiences of men in most other gender-traditional 
religions. In the Evangelical tradition, men are seen as sexual predators by nature. As Donna Freitas (2008) 
explains, “Their pursuit of purity revolves around doing battle with their very nature” (79). Evangelical 
men are believed to be more susceptible to sexual temptation and biologically weak. Conversely, in the 
LDS church, men and women are equally accountable for their actions, as the consequences for sexual 
impurity are the same for both genders. The assumption in the LDS church is that women do not want sex, 
so they will have no problem remaining chaste. Men, on the other hand (Evangelical and Mormon alike), 
are seen as naturally sexual (and therefore more susceptible to social pressures), making them more likely 
to fail at remaining chaste. The difference, then, between Evangelical and Mormon men is that the latter are 
challenged to maintain their own chastity, rather than rely on the women in their lives to do it for them. As 
leaders in the church and of the family (i.e., holders of the priesthood), reliance on women for anything 
other than the rearing of children is deemed unnecessary.  
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help people understand -- the true nature and importance of gender and sexuality. Men 
are also taught to value women for their spiritual personhood, rather than for their bodies. 
I never witnessed an LDS man making specific comments about a woman’s body. 
My data indicate that the power granted them within the institutions of family and 
the church is important to many Mormon men. And yet, many men report feeling 
overwhelmed by their privilege. Throughout the rest of this chapter, I discuss the spiritual 
agency of men in order to show how they are both resistant and disciplined. Despite the 
attitude of easy religious piety so many of them assume, often Mormon men have to 
negotiate their positions in the church even as they subvert or perform norms expected of 
them in a variety of ways. 
Spiritual Agency 
The power of the priesthood is a great source of authority for men, but can leave 
them feeling overwhelmed at times. Men enter the Mormon world (whether at birth or by 
conversion) with automatic authority. As early as the age of 12, young men can hold the 
Aaronic priesthood.94 The symbolic power they have, most visible when they pass around 
the sacrament, becomes more tangible at the age of 18 when those who qualify are given 
the power of the Melchizedek priesthood. This position gives them the authority to 
preach the gospel, administer the ordinances of salvation, and “govern the kingdom of 
God on Earth.” Within the family, a man who holds the priesthood is considered the 
religious leader of his family as well as the provider of blessings meant to direct, heal, 
                                                
94 When boys receive the Aaronic priesthood, one of their main duties is to stand in front of the 
congregation as the sacrament is being blessed. They then carry small trays of bread and water to the pews, 
helping members to receive the sacrament. Their presence is quite visible. The young men then become 
symbolic of the sacrament meeting itself. 
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and comfort members of the church. This power is taken very seriously by all involved. 
Some men in my sample found the priesthood to be a representative way for them to 
express their masculinity in the family and in the church. And, despite the common 
perception that without the “power” of the priesthood, men would be equal to women and 
perhaps even less powerful than those women who are mothers, men still work to 
negotiate their spiritual authority in their homes. Thus, in this section, I explore the 
diverse ways in which LDS men perform, inhabit, and experience the spiritual norms 
dictated by their religion. I have found that men’s agency is similar to women’s in that 
they exhibit disciplined and sympathetic agency. 
As disciplined agents, men are able to extend the church’s teachings about power, 
religious authority, and the construction of gender within the family. My 
conceptualization of disciplined agency is similar to that which Burke (2012) and Avishai 
(2008) call compliant agency. As I use it here, disciplined agency assumes that religious 
teachings and practices carry with them sources of power; it assumes not only that the 
individual will benefit from conformity, but that the community will benefit as well, 
thereby raising the stakes for the individual. Sympathetic agency is similar to what others 
refer to as “empowerment” or “resistance agency,” however in the context I use it here it 
is the means by which the concerns of one person bend the concerns of another. While 
resistance occurs relatively frequently, large-scale change is not necessarily the goal. 
Instead, the sympathetic agent’s aim is to make another person feel empowered. In the 
case of the Latter-day Saints, much of the resistance and empowerment that takes place is 
meant to help a unit (husband and wife) to move toward a more egalitarian relationship. 
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This kind of resistance is more difficult to define.  
At this point in time, there exists in the LDS church no visible men’s movement 
to encourage the expansion of women’s spiritual authority; thus, it is not appropriate to 
refer to this as resistance or even reshaping. No real large-scale changes have occurred in 
recent years. However, the minor changes that have occurred – mostly in the home – are, 
I think, powerful statements about men’s ability to negotiate their own privilege and 
authority in the family.  
Disciplined Agency 
Disciplined agency describes the intentional compliance of religious men and 
women. Men, like women, are not simply victims of deceptive organizations. They 
mostly make informed decisions about their involvement in religious institutions. 
Specifically, they desire to be disciplined in order to reap the long- and short-term 
rewards the community has to offer. Some focus their attention on the kingdom they hope 
to gain in the afterlife; others look to the early gains – community, status, and family. The 
subject of this dissertation – eternal companionship and salvation – is one of the most 
commonly cited reasons for the disciplined agency of both men and women and one that 
contributes greatly to the spiritual growth of a person. For many, intentional conformity 
becomes the way to achieve that growth.  
One of the best examples of intentional conformity and disciplined action comes 
from the life of a young convert I interviewed in Utah. At the time of our interview, 
Felipe Riguis, a 23-year-old convert to the LDS church, had only recently enrolled at 
BYU in Provo, Utah. As a teenager living in Guatemala and a “non-practicing Catholic,” 
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Felipe was a self-proclaimed “ladies’ man.” An attractive young man, Felipe was most 
comfortable in his youth when he was around young women. When he was 17, Felipe 
moved to Flagstaff, AZ on his own to live with a family friend. He wanted to become an 
American citizen so he could join the marines. After only a few short months of living in 
the U.S. and engaging in a distinctly American culture, missionaries from the LDS 
church visited Felipe. He liked the attention he got from them and decided to let them 
teach him. Felipe was skeptical at first. Mormonism, he thought, “can’t be true because 
it’s another religion [i.e., not Catholicism].” Then, suddenly, he received what he 
understood to be a sign from God that the LDS church was true and that it was the right 
place for him, 
It was like a light being turned on. And I just knew that it was true. And I was 
convinced. I had questions, a lot of questions. But they were not obstacles any 
more, they were just curiosity. Like the need to learn more. But it wasn’t an 
impediment for baptism and whatnot.  
 
 Finding a place in the LDS church impacted Felipe’s life greatly. Not only did he 
decide to go on a mission rather than pursuing a military career, but his ideas about 
masculinity and what it meant to be a man shifted considerably. After two years of living 
and working in Arizona with his friend, Felipe was called on a mission to Provo, St. 
George, and Eagle Mountain, Utah. After serving in Utah, Felipe felt compelled to move 
there and to immerse himself completely in the culture of the area. While attending BYU 
and working at a local gym, Felipe had a lot of time to think about how he wanted to 
approach dating in his “new” life. While living in Guatemala, Felipe had gone out with 
many girls, his only real guidelines his mother’s last minute efforts to persuade her son to 
be “good.” “Just remember your mom is a female,” Felipe’s mother would tell him as he 
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left the house. “Don’t disrespect your mom.” The message -- “Respect them” – stuck 
with Felipe. He believed he did the best he could to follow his mother’s advice but 
admitted that he sometimes “made mistakes.” It came out later in our interview that by 
“mistakes” he meant that he had had sex with some of the girls he’d dated. But Felipe’s 
view of women, dating, and relationships changed dramatically upon his entry into the 
Mormon faith. He was specifically affected by the doctrine of celestial marriage: 
…When I think about temple marriage I really think about the way it should be. 
Leaving religion to the side, it just makes sense that things should be forever. I 
just think that’s…eternity is a good time frame to advance. So that’s really the 
way it feels to me. 
 
The promise of an eternity with “somebody that’s a good match” was enough to change 
Felipe’s ways completely. He took his cleansing at the baptismal ceremony very 
seriously and essentially viewed himself a virgin once more, saving himself for the 
woman he would be with for eternity. He also changed his dating patterns. Instead of 
dating many women at the same time, he devoted himself to finding one potential partner 
at a time to date. In his early years he had “hated commitment,” and “whenever a girl was 
like, ‘Hey maybe we should…’ I would say, ‘Nope! See you later! Sorry.’” Some of this, 
Felipe told me, may have been the result of his simply growing up and changing his 
priorities in life, but, as he saw it, it was chiefly because the church had taught him how 
to be a “real man.” Along with his new found virginity and recommitment to a new 
religious tradition, Felipe began to espouse traditional beliefs about the spiritual duties of 
men and women. His role as a man was, as he said, “to be the leader, to teach my family, 
and the power of priesthood to help my family.”  
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Felipe spoke of these duties as from a place of hope. He was thinking about his 
future and not about his current situation. As a single man, the power of the priesthood 
was limited for him. However this made his perspective all the more valuable to my 
understanding of disciplined agency. Without even having experienced it, Felipe was 
willing to live a whole new life, if only in order to hold the priesthood and to be a leader 
in his family.  
Other men who had had experiences giving blessings felt that their duties to their 
families defined them. They described the need to be leaders and to do what the church 
wanted them to do as intentional acts. During our meeting, John Roque shared with me 
an emotional account of a time when his wife was in “desperate need of the Lord’s 
presence,” saying, 
When we first had Angela, I was amazed by my ability to protect my family. 
Barbara was dealing with pretty severe post-partum depression and wanted 
nothing more than to hold Angela and feel the love for her that she expected to 
feel. I asked her to kneel down before me and gave her a blessing. I had only done 
this a couple of times but man did it feel powerful. She bawled for an hour and 
then it was like a spell broke. She was fine. I was fine. Angela was fine. God, with 
my help, restored her. 
 
“From that moment on,” John Roque said to me later, “I have all that I have to retain that 
power. I would never want to lose it.” For these men and for many others in my sample, 
being disciplined wasn’t just about being the most powerful person in the family; it was 
about making their lives better, about securing the power they would need to help their 
families and assure their futures. Just as women do in many gender-traditional religious 
communities, men “do” religion, purposefully and with strategic action in pursuit of 
religious goals. 
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Sympathetic Agency 
Though many men in my sample felt an overwhelming need to conform to the 
strict constructions of masculinity imposed on them by their Mormon faith, several of 
them felt the need, instead, to subvert the norms of their tradition. Thomas Raney, a 32-
year-old father of three, was born and raised in the “mission field” (that is, in New 
England) by devout parents, whom he referred to affectionately as “polygamy-on-both-
sides-pioneers.” A lifelong member, return missionary, and high-ranking leader in his 
ward, Thomas seemed from the outside to be exhibiting disciplined agency – outwardly 
observing all the religious goals of the church. When we began to discuss his relationship 
with his wife, however, it became clear that he was, at least in some instances, far from 
compliant. In fact, Thomas took it upon himself to reframe his relationship, despite the 
doctrine and teachings of the church. When he spoke of giving blessings to his children, 
Thomas described a perspective that, until that point, I had not yet heard: 
I hold the priesthood in my home and that is a powerful tool but sometimes I am 
really uncomfortable being the one with that power. My wife is really the one 
who shapes [the kids’] lives, you know, their lives as Mormons. She is the one 
who understands them and their needs….When I want to give a blessing, I mean 
when they need a blessing, I always think [Shelby] should be doing this. She is 
much more spiritually guided, I think, than I am. So now we do it together.  
 
When asked whether he had put any thought into establishing in his home, with his wife 
and children, a practice that defies one of the most fundamental notions of the priesthood 
(I mean its singularly masculine source of power), Thomas responded by saying, 
Well, of course I did. Though I would like to say it was an easy thing, something 
that just happened because it felt right, I can’t say that. I pined over the decision 
for a while, days, I don’t know, weeks maybe, but then I just knew it was right. 
[Laughing] We both sort of feel weird about it, but not like it is wrong.  
 
    
 
279 
 
After hearing from Thomas, I began to ask specific questions of my interviewees about 
the administering of priesthood blessings in the home, and found that many others had 
either shared the responsibility of authority with their wives or had considered it, but not 
yet implemented the practice.  
 In fact, Donovan Michaels, the man whose life I described in Chapter three as an 
example of the ideal life course for Mormon men, told me during our interview that he 
and his wife Corrina had considered “widening the scope of the blessings given in the 
home.” The priesthood, he went on to say,  
is important and I wouldn’t want to suggest that I take that authority lightly but I 
think of the power of prayer as just as powerful. My wife prays over the kids all 
the time. The power of it feels similar to me. 
 
Neither Donovan nor Thomas felt they were behaving in a subversive manner. Rather, 
they felt they were being sympathetic to the needs of their families. The power of the 
priesthood was important, but so was the benefit their children received as a result of a 
spiritual experience involving not one, but both of their parents. 
Interestingly, however, none had taken these ideas any further than their own 
homes. None of the men in my sample admitted to having expressed their experiences of 
collaborative priesthood blessings (or mother’s blessings) to others in their wards. There 
was no sense of activism among my respondents, no sense of resistance. Though they felt 
it necessary to reshape religious notions of power in their own homes, very few had taken 
serious issue with the institutional practice of excluding women. This is likely due to the 
fact that resistance and subversion can be costly. The benefits of women’s ability to gain 
spiritual authority in the home do not outweigh the costs. 
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Conclusion 
 This research adds to the literature of lived religion by theorizing how religion 
and spirituality become embedded in men’s agency. I make the case that within the 
sociology of religion we must begin to think more about men’s agency. It is just as 
important for us to understand the effects of religious teachings and cultural expectations 
on the lives of men as it is for us to understand their effects on women. This is essential 
for several reasons. First, it pushes us to acknowledge the assumptions we make about 
men’s privileges and their spiritual authority. Second, it allows us a more complete 
understanding of how men and women experience spirituality differently. Finally, it gives 
us more insight into how people “live” their religions. It can be argued that nowhere can 
we find a more interesting place to witness the ways people live their religion than in 
their homes, where they engage in negotiations around the idea of spiritual authority, 
among other things.  
The kind of disciplined and sympathetic agency described in this chapter indicates 
how significant religious expectations are in the lives of men. Even when men deviate 
from those expectations, they find ways to rationalize or cope with their experiences in 
ways that actually reinforce such expectations. In other words, men are constantly 
working to recreate the ideal type by framing their experiences in ways that bolster their 
spiritual and masculine identities.  
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Chapter Seven 
Conclusion 
Beliefs Matter 
Walking through LDS church meetinghouses in Utah and in New England, 
watching young attractive families and older distinguished couples pass happily from 
meeting to meeting, I often felt as if I had stepped into a 1950s television sitcom. The 
men wore dark suits and were in control of practically every aspect of the day; the 
women wore beautiful, modest dresses and sat carefully following along to hymns and 
benevolently watching over their children, most of whom sat quietly, reverently, taking in 
the messages of the day. They took pride, it seemed, in presenting this image to visitors 
like me, but also to other members, parading the ideal in front of each other every 
Sunday. It did not take long, however, for me to understand that the images presented to 
me as an outsider were emblematic of the way my subjects experienced the world. They 
were expressing to me that they really are a belief-shaped community. The beliefs that 
matter most to them have helped them to construct formidable structures of socialization 
and community maintenance. On the surface, it seems as if Mormon practices are 
perfectly matched with those beliefs. The reality, however, is that the challenges of 
actually living in the Mormon community have produced practices that are at least 
somewhat at odds with stated beliefs.  
Just as Max Weber (1905/2001) argued in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, religious meanings adopted by people and cultures influence the manner in 
which they perceive reality and act within it. Like the ascetic Protestants Weber uses as a 
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case for his argument, Latter-day Saints’ behavior, especially around relationship 
formation, is the result of a structure in which daily activities are directed almost solely 
by religious ideology. Their practices, even those at odds with stated beliefs, allow for the 
maintenance of the community, and the community in turn enables the continuation of 
these same beliefs. This is among the most fascinating findings of my study.  
This dissertation could tell a story about how Latter-day Saints do not live up to 
the standards of the church or even to their presentations of self, but such a study would 
leave out an important facet of the community -- the collective identity. Unlike the 
Weberian argument, which focuses on the individual ascetic lifestyle, my data point to 
the unintended consequences of a set of practices that bolster religious beliefs in an entire 
community. Members are systematically guided towards a sense of asceticism, towards a 
life that is disciplined and devoted to eternal salvation. This fact gets expressed in the 
tradition of the missions, but also in the practice of supporting the LDS community as the 
most meaningful unit of society and making the family the focus of that community. 
Even when practices do not necessarily match up to beliefs, these beliefs remain central 
to the choices members make about how to live. In other words, members may not be 
able to do what is needed to ensure their own salvation, but they still promote the beliefs 
that make salvation possible for others in their community. The belief in central 
doctrines, including celestial marriage, is therefore constantly confirmed as valuable. 
Which is, in short, what enables its survival. 
These beliefs, and the shape of the community that upholds them, in turn create 
the context in which a truly distinctive pattern of courtship, marriage, and gender can 
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exist. Examining these patterns allows us to see that within these formidable structures of 
belief and socialization there are also patterns of lived religion that illustrate the agency 
exhibited in members’ lives. In this concluding chapter, I recap central themes in my 
analysis of the effects of beliefs on dating, courtship, and marriage. Then, I move on to 
reflect on the research project and to make suggestions about the direction of future 
research. 
Otherworldly Doctrine and This-Worldly Ideals  
The substantive chapters of this dissertation examined the way peculiar beliefs 
about marriage shape gender, courtship, and status in the community, as well as how 
“failure” in these areas is handled. I have already shown that the LDS church sets out 
very clear guidelines and establishes structures to make living by those guidelines 
possible. The church’s ideas about marriage and gender complementarity also set up clear 
expectations for how to “do” gender. These guidelines are visible in both doctrine and 
structure. Everything that happens in the LDS community reinforces the belief that men 
and women are necessary to each other, but different. LDS men and women work to 
shape their lives around those guidelines. Most are successful. Evidence of the efforts 
made by the church, the community, and the individuals within it have been examined 
through a discussion of dating, courtship, and marriage. Ideal marriage in the LDS church 
is not simply a legal union of two people. Rather, it is an endogamous, spiritual, gender-
traditional, eternal union of opposite-sex, temple worthy Latter-day Saints. 
Focusing specifically on the path to marriage, I have demonstrated the ideal that 
has been constructed for members. Leaders throughout the history of the church have 
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emphasized the ideal means to marriage, and the community has supported them, making 
it nearly impossible for members to stray. Dating appropriately has, as a result, become 
an essential part of living according to guidelines. During the dating process, LDS men 
and women project what they hope to find in an eternal partner. They emphasize 
education, occupational success, physical attractiveness and sexuality, and spiritual 
credentials, as they give potential partners a glimpse of what could be theirs in marriage.  
My findings show that the ideal life course set out for members helps to reinforce 
the strong boundaries of the Mormon community. Those who want to remain within 
those boundaries and to ensure their salvation through appropriate behavior -- those who 
have a strong faith and a desire to secure their position in the church – such members 
have decidedly followed the ideal path. Those who are successful in the endeavor by 
marrying in the temple (that is, in the “right” way) serve to solidify their positions in the 
church, firmly planting themselves within its boundaries. The “right” kind of marriage -- 
temple marriage -- secures both this-worldly honor in the community and otherworldly 
salvation in heaven. 
Those who had not married in the “right” way were not necessarily forced outside 
of the boundaries of the church. In fact, the opposite was often true. Many older single 
members, whether divorced or never married, worked to assert their devotion to the 
church, despite not having met the challenge of finding an appropriate partner. Only 
those who were perceived as working directly against the church’s approved path became 
outsiders. Those who expressed a desire to marry, to have children, or to fulfill another 
role in life deemed suitable, remained within the fold. Most members, then, maintained 
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their involvement in the church by outwardly expressing those beliefs about marriage that 
are unique to the Mormon community. Members who do not contribute to the 
strengthening of the community or do not express approved beliefs cannot continue to be 
a part of the community because they are not a part of the effort to help LDS beliefs to 
persist. Failure to marry is not considered appropriate grounds for exclusion; failure to 
value marriage is.  
Toward A More Inclusive Examination of Agency 
The peculiar beliefs of Latter-day Saints obviously affect their behavior. The 
relationship between belief and practice, however, is more complicated than it first 
seems. In the last chapter of this dissertation, I discuss the agentic behavior of men and 
women in the church. Specifically, I develop a theory of men’s agency that attempts to 
complicate the assumptions sociologists have about men’s privilege and that sociologists 
of religion have about men’s religious authority and spirituality. I contend that men 
employ their agency in several ways. In developing the concepts of disciplined agency 
and sympathetic agency, I point to the nuances of conformity for men in gender-
traditional religious systems. Thus far, I have explored the ways in which LDS men in 
Utah and New England exhibited disciplined agency as they performed, inhabited, and 
experienced the norms dictated by their religion. I examined sympathetic agency, 
including micro-resistance, which seeks to cause change, not for individuals but for 
families. Men sympathize with the needs of their wives and children and thus consider 
the needs of others as they make choices about how to enact their spiritual authority. 
They almost never attempt to create greater change within the larger religious 
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community. Because the belief in the gendered family structure is one of the central 
beliefs of members – and one they struggle continually to maintain -- even if members’ 
everyday actions are at odds with this belief, men and women alike avoid advocating or 
revealing alternative practices in public. This is a known strategy for women especially. 
Studies of women in gender-traditional religions, in particular, have examined the ways 
in which women have negotiated the beliefs and practices of their religions in order to 
feel empowered. But men’s use of this strategy has for the most part been ignored. My 
data show that men are negotiating their social positions and bargaining with patriarchy 
on a day-to-day basis. Many men in my study said they wanted to be part of a more 
egalitarian family, and put forth considerable effort to create equal opportunities for 
themselves and their wives. Unfortunately, their promotion of more equal experiences in 
the family almost never went beyond their own households. They were unwilling, or 
unable, it seemed, to rock the boat. Thus, they exhibited agency in some ways, but 
remained basically compliant in others – they were, in other words, disciplined. The 
implication is that they gain by doing so. (The obvious gain for men is their place of 
privilege.) But to establish this sort of ordered (ascetic) life is in itself, I would argue, a 
kind of salvation. Such is Weber’s proposal in his dissertation on inner-worldly 
asceticism. The disciplined life, purposed toward salvation in another world, becomes 
this-worldly evidence of that salvation. For Calvinists, the belief in pre-destination has 
led people to act as if they were saved. Latter-day Saints, on the other hand, create for 
themselves lives full of agency, even as they do so within strict rules and otherworldly 
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aims. Thus they are able to live in a way that indicates to others that they are worthy of 
being saved. 
Reflections and Future Research 
The findings of this research suggest a number of fruitful directions for the future. 
Ethnography is always contextual. Narratives are made meaningful by the context in 
which they were produced. In this study, the context was broad, ranging across the 
country, in two very different regions of the United States, and with respondents who 
came from diverse backgrounds.95 My sample, however, included people who were 
raised outside of the Mormon majority culture, which is why I think it valuable to 
Mormon scholarship in general. There is much to be gained by examining Mormons 
whose experiences do not occur exclusively in Utah. Some of my respondents were 
raised in Utah, a state known for its beautiful landscape and its history of Mormonism. In 
Utah, the members were steeped in Mormonism from their earliest moments. Others were 
raised outside of Utah, in places where there may or may not have been a Mormon 
culture to confirm the beliefs that they learned in their homes and at church. But all were 
wedded to a sort of diasporic truth. They knew that they could always find solace and 
support in the collective identity they felt in church. They felt connected by the homeland 
and the Utah-Mormon culture that seeped out of the boundaries of the state. This 
sampling, then, created a depth of data not found in studies limited to a single region. 
Further depth could be gained by widening one’s scope to beyond the American borders. 
                                                
95 By diverse, I do not mean ethnically diverse. Globally, the church is very diverse. Around the world, 
Mormon populations are becoming more significant. But in the U.S., the LDS church tends to be 
homogenous in many ways, including ethnically. 
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The church is quintessentially American, but has a visible presence in other countries.  
The theoretical ideas developed here are likely to be beneficial to those across the 
discipline of sociology and especially to those examining the effects of religion in the 
everyday lives of practitioners. My hope is that this study and the theoretical 
contributions it makes to the field will promote the study of relationship formation, the 
examination of sectarian groups, the correlation between religious beliefs and the 
construction of gender, and men’s agency in gender-traditional religious communities.  
Mormons are an important piece of the American religious landscape -- neither 
the old establishment nor the new individualism, but nevertheless worth studying. 
Because the sociology of religion has tended toward the study of official religions 
(specifically Evangelicalism) for several decades, it has essentially ignored sectarian 
traditions like the LDS church – a community sectarian in its outsiderness and high levels 
of commitment but clearly not sectarian in its size or newness. Thus, I argue that more 
research must be done on these religious traditions in order for us to understand the full 
magnitude of American plural society. In doing so, we will continue our efforts to 
understand how beliefs work in the American context, not just for “nones” and not just 
for Evangelicals, but for everyone.  
In recent years, lived religion has become more central to the examination of 
religion, but there is still more work to be done. Just as Nancy Ammerman (forthcoming) 
set out to do in her study of spiritual narratives in everyday life, I argue that we must 
work to understand how religion and spirituality become embedded in the daily 
experiences of individuals, regardless of whether they identify with a religious tradition 
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or not. My hope is that the evidence from this dissertation will encourage others to 
acknowledge that in order to understand lived religion, we must first understand belief 
and be able to situate it in the context of a strong community of practice.  
Finally, I hope that the evidence of men’s agency in the LDS church will 
encourage others to broaden their study of gender and gender-traditional religions to 
include the experiences of men. It is as important for us to understand the effects of 
religious teachings and cultural expectations on the lives of men, just as it is for us to 
understand their effects on women. We need to acknowledge our assumptions about 
men’s privileges, their spiritual authority, and their role in relationships by examining 
their lives more closely. In that endeavor, we will not only get a more complete 
understanding of men’s experiences; we will also become more aware of their 
experiences in marital relationships within gender-traditional religious systems. 
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APPENDIX I 
Interview Protocol 
The questions that are in bold type will be asked of all participants. All other questions will be 
used, if necessary, as probes.  
 
Part I: “Getting to know you”  
Life History 
I’d like to start by asking you to tell me the story of your life – not everything, of course, but 
think about the major “chapters” and for each, tell me about the important things that 
were happening then, where you were living, what you were doing, who was important to 
you in that chapter of your life. And if you have been involved in religious groups and 
activities, include those, as well. But mostly I just want you to tell me about who you are. 
 
Probes for life long Mormons: 
• Did you attend church regularly when you were growing up? Describing your 
experiences in primary, young adults, and seminary?   
• Who did you attend church with? Were there special people or places that were 
important to you? 
• Did you attend many wards when you were young or just one? 
• Did religious participation have a major impact on your religious or spiritual life? 
• Do you have any particular memorable experiences from your religious upbringing?  
• If married and/or with kids, are they in the same religious tradition? 
 
Probes for converts: 
• How has your faith changed over your lifetime? Conversion story? 
! Was there ever a time when you weren’t part of any faith tradition? 
! What was your experience with religion like before converting? 
! Or times when you were much more involved than now, or made a special 
commitment.
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Part II: Faith/Belief/Practice – Bringing the conversation to the present 
1. Today, how important is religion to you personally? Do you think your faith makes you 
a different kind of person?  
2. What does it mean, to you, to be a Mormon? Is there an example/story you can give me to 
illustrate that? 
3. How often have you been attending church in the last year? 
a. Does your spouse/partner/children usually attend there with you? 
b. What year did you start attending this ward?  
4. How many other wards have you been a member of? Which was your favorite? Why? 
5. Think about a typical time you attend church, what is most memorable about being there? 
What is your favorite part of a Sunday? 
6. Would you say that you feel a strong sense of belonging in your ward? How close do you feel 
to the bishop at your congregation?  
a. Have you ever felt more comfortable at a different ward? What made you more 
comfortable there? 
7. How strongly do you identify with your church’s teachings? Are there things you 
disagree with? Things that even make you angry? Are there certain beliefs/teachings (or 
one in particular) that you stronger agree with? 
8. In the last few years, have you been a member or participated in any other [church]? Do you 
currently take part in any activities at any other church?   
9. What does “celestial marriage” mean to you? Tell me about your views on marriage. 
 
Part III: Everyday Life 
Religion 
1. How often have do you typically pray?     
2. At your family meals at home, how often does someone say grace or give thanks to God 
aloud before meals? Mornings? Nights? 
3. How often do you talk about religion or God with your children or other members of your 
family? Read Bible or religious storybooks with your children?  
4. Do you participate in family home evening? What is a typical FHE like for your family? 
5. Do you have a calling in the church? How does this calling affect your daily life? 
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Friends 
1. Describe your friendships to me. 
a. Are many of your friends Mormon? Members of other religious communities? 
Non-religious? 
b. Of all your friends who do you spend the most time with? Why? 
i. Where did you meet these friends? 
ii. How do you keep in touch with them? 
iii. What kinds of things do you do together? What kinds of things do you 
discuss?  
1. Television watching, shopping, church events? 
c. Is it important to you to have friends who are Mormon? 
d. If they have non-member friends: 
i. What is your relationship like with these people? 
ii. Does religion come up in conversation regularly? 
iii. What links you to these people specifically? (kids, work, school, etc) 
Work 
1. Do you currently hold a job outside the home? Can you tell me a little about what you 
do at work?  
2. How did you choose your particular line of work?  
3. Tell me about a time when you found your job especially satisfying? Especially frustrating? 
Can you tell me about a particular success story or great moment at work? Or a heartbreaking 
failure? 
4. Does your job require you to travel? What is that like for you? 
5. Do you have relationships at work? Describe them to me. (If not previously discussed) 
 
School 
1. Are you or your spouse currently attending school? What are you (or they) studying? 
How has pursuing an education affected your lives?  
a. Have you met many people through school? What kind of relationships do you have with 
people at school? 
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Leisure 
1. What kinds of things do you do besides work, school or child care? (sports, volunteer 
work, arts, etc.) Tell me about a typical (game, volunteer session, etc.).  
2. What television shows do you watch most regularly? Are there TV shows you try to stay 
away from? Any that you must watch every week? Who do you watch TV with? Has your 
television consumption changed throughout your life (from childhood to adulthood/once you 
had kids)? 
3. Do you use the Internet and/or e-mail? What are your most common uses? Do you ever 
communicate with your religious community via e-mail? Do you ever visit any religious 
or spiritual sites on the web? Do you blog? Who is your primary audience on your blog?  
4. Do you usually vote? Have you ever gotten involved in politics? What did you do? Why did 
you get involved? 
5. Are there any other activities that are especially important to you? 
 
Part IV: Dating and Relationships 
Many of the questions in this section will be asked based on marital status 
High School Dating 
1. What were the rules of your house on dating when you were growing up?  
a. Did you follow these rules? 
2. Did you live in an area where there were a lot of other members? 
3. What was your first “dating” experience? 
4. Did you have a boyfriend/girlfriend in high school? Before high school? 
a. Any that you considered serious? 
b. What was a typical date like for you this age? 
5. When you were young did you have an idea of what you wanted in your future spouse? 
a. Did any lessons in Sunday School/primary/young adults focus on this? 
6. Did you ever talk to your friends about dating? Did they agree or disagree with your 
feelings about dating? Did your Mormon friends feel differently than your nonmember 
friends? 
7. Did you ever date (or consider dating) a nonmember? 
Mission 
1. Did you serve a mission (or plan to serve a mission)? 
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a. Did this affect the way you thought about dating/marriage? 
2. Did you have any serious relationships before you went on your mission? How did that end 
(or did it)? 
Post-High School Dating 
1. Once you left high school what was dating like for you? Were things a lot different than 
when you were in school? 
2. Did you go to a singles ward? What was/is that like? Can you describe a typical singles 
ward event? 
3. Did you/do you participate regularly in singles ward events? 
4. Is dating/relationships/marriage something you think about often? 
5. Have you ever given a talk in church on any of these topics? What did you/would you 
say? 
Single Members: Dating Experiences 
1. Describe the ward you currently attend? Do you date members from your ward? 
2. Are you currently dating?  
a. Where do you meet people you usually date? 
3. Do you participate in church activities at the ward you belong to? 
4. Tell me about the last date you went on? How did you meet that person? 
5. What are your plans for the future? Marriage? Children? 
 
For Married Members: Dating and Marriage Experiences 
1. Did you attend a singles ward before you met your husband/wife? What was it like? 
2. Tell me the story about how you met your wife/husband. 
3. Describe your courtship, engagement, and wedding.  
4. Do you have children? What advice will give your children on dating/marriage when 
they are older? 
Questions that may be covered if the participant is comfortable answering: 
1. Did/do you ever think about having a sexual relationship outside of marriage? 
2. Is your sex life something you discuss openly with others or do you prefer to keep it to 
yourself? 
3. What was the transition like from an engaged couple to a married couple? Did you and your 
spouse do anything to prepare for the transition? 
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APPENDIX II 
Education Programs – LDS Church 
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